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ABSTRACT

FIRST WORLD PROBLEMS: NEOCOLONIAL DISCOURSE IN
CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN LITERATURE

Tracy Stephens, PhD
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Kathleen Renk, Director

This dissertation argues that contemporary American literature has a tendency to
represent the problems of American life in a manner that mystifies the operation of the global
economy and thus perpetuates the American exceptionalist disavowal of US imperialism. I look
at a specific set of “first-world problems” described by cultural theorists and depicted within
American fiction from 1985 to the present, describing the representation of each problem in
multiple texts to emphasize the general trend. These novels focus on first-world experiences and
perspectives in isolation from the rest of the world, they decontextualize problems within the US
from the neocolonial practices from which they are born, and they contribute to a longstanding
narrative of the US as the victim of globalization by focusing on how the American characters’
material privilege negatively impacts them.
Each chapter focuses on one first-world problem, examining how each operates within
the chosen texts and how in each case the treatment of that particular problem engages the effects
of globalization and American economic privilege while divorcing those effects from the
operation of the global economy. These chapters discuss, in order, spatial organization, mobility,
hyperreality, consumerism, and a supposed literary “retreat” into the domestic sphere. The

corpus includes Don DeLillo’s White Noise and Cosmopolis, Paul Auster’s Sunset Park, David
Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, and Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible.
This project extends Edward W. Said’s Culture and Imperialism and its exploration of
colonial discourse in British cultural works to consider US imperialism and acknowledge
American neocolonial discourse as a separate form of cultural justification for empire rooted in
the logic of American exceptionalism. It is the first concerted attempt to articulate neocolonial
discourse as a discrete and definite discursive field. This work seeks to establish a new subfield
of postcolonial studies that addresses neocolonialism as an ongoing economic practice rather
than a cultural legacy of earlier colonial exploitation, to invite greater attention to America as an
imperial power, and to begin the task awaiting both postcolonial and American literary criticism
of exploring the role of American cultural works in voicing neocolonial discourse.
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INTRODUCTION: FIRST-WORLD-PROBLEMS DISCOURSE AND THE DISAVOWAL OF
US IMPERIALISM

Users of social media may be familiar with a hashtag, #firstworldproblems, used to
complain about the petty inconveniences of life in a wealthy, industrialized society while at the
same time satirizing first-world privilege.1 Weird Al Yankovic’s song “First World Problems”2
from his 2014 album Mandatory Fun offers a long list of such complaints, including having too
many groceries to fit them all in the refrigerator and having only large bills that cannot be used in
a vending machine.3 Subtextually, the phrase “first-world problems” acknowledges the fact of
global inequality and carries with it assumptions about differences in material conditions
between rich and poor countries. However, those assumptions remain both unstated and untested,
and the target of the satire is not the fact of inequality, nor any specific and verified sites, effects,
or causes of disparities in material conditions, but rather first-world attitudes of entitlement and
lack of perspective and gratitude for socioeconomic privileges and democratic institutions.4 In
The First World/Third World labels, which arose when there was still a Second World represented by the Soviet
Union, are no longer the preferred terms within the social sciences. I use “first world,” not as a proper noun, because
of the hashtag, but I use “neocolonized world” rather than “Third World,” which has become a pejorative.
1

2

Note that his song title reflects the popular usage of the phrase, which lacks the hyphen. So too does my title.

See also Streeter Seidell’s satirical White Whine: A Study of First-World Problems, and Robert Curry Chandler’s
“Meme World Syndrome: A Critical Discourse Analysis of the First World Problems and Third World Success
Internet Memes,” a thesis which is as yet the only academic study on the term and which addresses the visual
rhetoric of memes using the phrase.
3

4

This explains why the phrase has been co-opted as justification for dismissing the concerns of first-world feminists

2
other words, the phrase points primarily to a problem in the culture of first-world countries, the
symptoms of a cultural pathology. The result is that what is intended as a widening of
perspective to recognize if not interrogate global inequality instead maintains a narrow
preoccupation with the conditions of first-world life. In short, satirizing complaints about firstworld problems means complaining about another kind of first-world problem—not the
inconveniences inherent to our lifestyle, but the sickness of our culture. The discourse of firstworld problems, then, is characterized by the narrow focus on difficulties within first-world
countries that ignores the fact of material privilege, or, if that privilege is acknowledged, ignores
the specific forms, consequences, and causes of global inequality.
American literature in the era of globalization voices first-world-problems discourse
through its tendency to depict phenomena within contemporary American culture—
postmodernism’s disruption of coherence in narrative and in spatial organization, globalization’s
promotion of hypermobility and relationships of interdependence, electronic media’s fostering of
hyperreality and fragmentation, consumerism’s promotion of narcissism and overconsumption—
in terms of their effects on first-world citizens. These critiques are in keeping with the spirit of
the hashtag in their narrow focus on experiences within the first world and their representation of
American culture as inherently problematic or pathological. Moreover, while the hashtag carries
with it an implication that a focus on first-world problems is a distraction from other more

and LGBT and disability rights activists on the grounds that they would face much worse oppression elsewhere. This
tactic is evident in any cursory look at how the phrase is used on social media. Sian Ferguson addresses the use of
first-world problems as a derailing tactic in an article for Everyday Feminism, and writes, “Not only do comments
like this derail important conversations – they appropriate suffering in developing countries to avoid being
introspective about one’s own culture” (n. pag.). The problem becomes the activists’ self-centeredness and failure to
recognize how good they have it, while the abstract suffering of the Other, which substitutes for the actual
experiences of the people of the neocolonized world, is only a device that makes the problem visible.

3
significant problems elsewhere—even if being distracted becomes the problem in itself—
American literature presents the effects of American culture it explores as serious crises within
the lives of its characters. In doing so, it effectively recasts the material privileges from which
those problems emerge as harmful. Beyond ignoring and decontextualizing privilege, first-worldproblems discourse in contemporary American literature presents Americans as the victims of
our first-world economic privilege.
This treatment of first-world problems is a form of neocolonial discourse. Even when
first-world-problems discourse points to the fact of inequality and thus acknowledges privilege
as relational rather than a condition that pertains in isolation, it fails to consider first-world
privilege as a function of power within international politics and the global economy. Inequality
is maintained by neocolonial practices. First-world problems, inherently tied to material
privilege, are thus a product of neocolonialism.5 By focusing on those problems without
providing the context of not just differences in material conditions but how those differences are
created and perpetuated, the discourse of first-world problems renders neocolonial practices
invisible. This invisibility of exploitation—and, indeed, of economic production in general—
within American literature characterizes neocolonial discourse as distinct from colonial

Elleke Boehmer defines imperialism as “the authority assumed by a state over another territory—authority
expressed in pageantry and symbolism, as well as in military power,” while colonialism, she claims, refers to “the
consolidation of imperial power,” which “is manifested in the settlement of territory, the exploitation or development
of resources, and the attempt to govern the indigenous inhabitants of occupied lands” (2). Timothy Brennan also
offers a helpful distinction between “imperial” and “colonial”: “The basic difference between colonialism and
imperialism…is that imperialism is a later and more systemic organization of the foreign exploitation pioneered by
colonialism.” He continues that “imperialism makes the process begun by colonialism more efficient and
generalized, and it often…reduces the need for bald, direct confrontation of peoples from two different cultures”
(47). In short, then, colonialism involves direct control and occupation—possession, essentially—of a foreign land,
while imperialism simply requires the exertion of power for the sake of exploitation, which allows the possibility of
ostensible independence for the dominated state or region. In simpler terms, all colonialism is imperialism but not all
imperialism is colonialism. Neocolonialism is thus an imperial but not a colonial enterprise and can be understood to
encompass all the imperialist practices not involving the settlement and occupation performed in the traditional
colonial project.
5
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discourse; Edward W. Said notes that American political discourse has “obscured . . . the
realities of empire” (8).
In this project I explore the attention to first-world problems in American literature as an
avenue for theorizing how American culture is implicated in neocolonialism. Taking Said’s
Culture and Imperialism and its exploration of colonial discourse in British cultural works as an
inspiration, I describe neocolonial discourse by looking at its operation within contemporary
American literature. Fiction that criticizes or satirizes manifestations of first-world privilege in
contemporary American society like consumerism and media saturation participates in
neocolonial discourse by problematizing these features of American culture and
decontextualizing them from a larger system of political and economic relationships. Even when
they explore conditions that are obviously tied to globalization, like the spread of US brands
overseas, finance capitalism and speculation in foreign currency, or the creation of the US
housing bubble that precipitated the global financial crisis, the world outside the US remains
largely invisible, especially as it concerns the production processes and supply chains to which
all Americans are tied. There is little to no mention in these texts of the specific economic
practices to which first-world lifestyles are bound, nor to the consequences of those practices in
the neocolonized world. If, as Fredric Jameson suggests, the political goal of contemporary
literature should be “to endow the individual subject with some new heightened sense of its place
in the global system” (54), the effect of first-world-problems discourse is the exact opposite,
obscuring both the problems resulting from the maintenance of first-world power in the
neocolonized world and the role of the United States in creating those conditions.

5
Attention to this discourse adds clarity to an established conversation on American
culture’s disavowal of US imperialism. An ideology of American exceptionalism has rendered
American imperialist activities either invisible or somehow not actually imperialist. Donald E.
Pease discusses how American imperialism is portrayed as being “informal,” “accidental,”
“involuntary,” or different from the imperialism of other nations in its intent, namely the spread
of democracy and independence (203). The “quasi-messianic national ideology” of
exceptionalism in fact casts the US as a heroic opponent of imperialism (206), and thus creates
“structures of denial,” encouraging “disavowal and forgetting” (204). Said makes some note of
this tendency in American discourse, contrasting the “unembarrassed cultural attention” given to
empire in Britain and France in the nineteenth century to the general absence of such attention in
the United States (8-9).6 Ashley Dawson, building on Said, also notes this contrast between
American and European attitudes toward imperialism, writing that while imperialism maintains a
“marginally visible presence” in European nineteenth-century cultural works, “US global
hegemony and the transnational economic, political, and ideological networks on which it relies
have been virtually invisible in the realm of domestic cultural production.” He concludes that
“[l]iterature has thus helped reproduce the insularity that is the ironic corollary of informal US
imperialism” (250). Making use of Jameson’s notion of cognitive mapping of global capitalism,
he argues, “Metropolitan novels that fail to provide cognitive maps for the transnational reach of
US imperial hegemony participate in an ideological veiling of contemporary power relations”

6

Graham MacPhee locates one formulation of the disavowal of US imperialism in an “insistence on the ‘political’—
as opposed to the ‘national’—character of its republican foundation” that claims to be “based on the properly
political affiliation of citizens to the ideals of the Republic, rather than being dependent on the shared ethnic,
linguistic, or cultural origin presupposed by the European nation-state,” thus promoting the idea that American
expansion is about the spread of democracy and universal human rights (204).
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(250). While Dawson’s argument suggests literary critics are aware of the gap in literary
attention to US imperialism, we are less aware of how that gap is constructed through textual
choices about how to represent the world.
Contemporary American literature tends not to engage in explicit celebrations of
American superiority, but the discourse of first-world problems can be understood as an inverted
form of exceptionalism that focuses not on American greatness but on how America is
exceptional or unique in its failings. The effect is the perpetuation of the same structures of
denial Pease describes. Moreover, the representation of America’s failings are generally
positioned within superficial acknowledgments of a globalizing world that we might expect to
provide a cognitive map of global capitalism but nonetheless do not. The issue, at bottom, is not
the absence of attention to America’s relationship to the rest of the world; as Jameson notes,
“you cannot read the Third World out” of most contemporary American literature (150). Instead,
the nature of that relationship is mystified; neocolonial practices are not left out but are rather
obfuscated by way of a treatment of first-world problems that misrepresents how the US and a
large portion of its citizenry stand in relationship to the neocolonial enterprise. Beyond simply
highlighting the lack of attention to American imperialism in contemporary literature, then, this
project theorizes first-world-problems discourse as a visible mechanism by which contemporary
American literature disavows American neocolonialism.
A Gap in Literary Criticism and Postcolonial Theory
Literary and postcolonial studies insufficiently attend to US imperialism and
neocolonialism. Said writes in Culture and Imperialism that “scarcely any attention has been
paid to . . . the privileged role of culture in the modern imperial experience” (5), which remains

7
true today, especially if we emphasize the “modern” part of “modern imperial experience.”
Said’s own investigations into colonial discourse and those of critics following in his wake have
been focused on British literature, and more specifically the works of the Renaissance, Romantic,
and Victorian periods (Moore-Gilbert 8). Similar investigations of the role of American culture
and literature in imperialism do not exist, no matter postcolonial theory’s recognition of
American neocolonialism as a material reality7 or the continuing emphasis placed on discourse
and representation in theory in the wake of Said’s, Gayatri Spivak’s, and Homi Bhabha’s major
contributions to the field.8 Even Said, who, as noted, acknowledges American imperial discourse
as fundamentally different from that of traditional European colonialism, leaves unmet the need
for a separate study of contemporary American culture and discourse. Ann Kaplan’s opening
essay in Cultures of United States Imperialism argues that there are “three salient absences” in
American culture: “the absence of culture from the history of U.S. imperialism; the absence of
empire from the study of American culture; and the absence of the United States from the
postcolonial study of imperialism” (11). However, despite her critiques of postcolonialism’s
temporal limits and unwillingness to examine more contemporary neocolonial practices, she too

Said, for instance, after discussing Joseph Conrad’s complicity with colonial discourse despite his criticism of the
colonial system, states that “recent attitudes in Washington and among most Western policymakers and intellectuals
show little advance over his views” (xviii), particularly condemning the attempts of the US to “implement its wishes
all over the globe, especially in the Middle East” (xix).
7

Collectively the three have done much to shift the understanding of the colonial dynamic from that of a static
relationship between coherent, essentialized groups to a discursive and performative process. Said began the shift in
Orientalism by describing how colonial discourse constructs the identity of the colonized. Spivak explores how the
inescapability of colonial discourse poses a challenge to postcolonial studies. Bhabha responds to that challenge by
suggesting that the performative nature of the colonial relationship opens up spaces for resistance and
counterdiscourse. Together, their work has introduced colonial discourse and representation as a major concern for
postcolonial theory. Bhabha in fact asserts in The Location of Culture that “bear[ing] witness to the unequal and
uneven forces of cultural representation” (as opposed, for instance, to the unequal and uneven forces of
contemporary global capitalism) is the primary concern of postcolonial studies (245). See Bart Moore-Gilbert’s
Postcolonial Theory: Contexts, Practices, Politics, which summarizes each theorist’s body of work.
8

8
places US imperialism in the past, focusing more on decades-past instances of military
intervention than on ongoing neocolonial economic practices (17).9
She is right, however, that postcolonial theorists have had difficulty defining the role
American literature plays within postcolonial studies.10 Jenny Sharpe writes, “even as
postcolonial studies has expanded its scope to include the United States, it has not yet addressed
its status as an imperial power, past or present” (122). Postcolonial theory when applied to
American literature talks almost exclusively about internal power dynamics of racial oppression.
Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt, in the first chapter of Postcolonial Theory and the United
States: Race, Ethnicity, and Literature, survey American postcolonial studies and find that it is
focused exclusively on colonial relationships within the United States. This gap also exists in
literary criticism. Some readings of novels written during the Spanish-American War highlight
colonial discourse,11 and a small body of work considers America’s relationship to specific
neocolonized regional contexts like Puerto Rico, the Philippines,12 and Mexico,13 but critical
attention to US imperialism is generally limited to military-based imperial activity and attention

Matthew Frye Jacobson, writing in 2013 for the twentieth anniversary of Cultures of U.S. Imperialism, reiterates
that project’s call for more attention to US cultural works and how they voice imperialist discourse with an updated
awareness of economic globalization as a form of neocolonial domination. The fact that the call was necessary
suggests the persistence of a gap in coverage across multiple disciplines.
9

This is due, in part, to America’s history as both a British colony and a colonizer in their own right; the literature
of the United States is even viewed by some, including Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, as
postcolonial literature.
10

See, for example, Frederick Wegener’s “‘Rabid Imperialist’: Edith Wharton and the Obligations of Empire in
Modern American Fiction.” American Literature 72.4 (2000): 783-812.
11

12

See Faye Caronan’s Legitimizing Empire: Filipino American and U.S. Puerto Rican Cultural Critique.

See Claudia Sadowski-Smith’s Border Fictions: Globalization, Empire, and Writing at the Boundaries of the
United States.
13
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to neocolonialism more specifically tends to focus on sites of resistance. Such counterdiscourse
must be positioned in relationship to a dominant discourse that has gone unexplored.14
Postcolonial theory has also failed in attending to the new material conditions of
economic globalization, regardless of the role of the US in that system.15 As Suman Gupta puts
it, “the relationship between literary postcolonial studies and globalization studies16 has been an
aloof, standoffish one” (107), which this project seeks to rectify by making globalization’s
neocolonial implications a more immediate concern within postcolonial theory. Theorists
continue to mention globalization as a concept that must eventually be explained as relating to

Among the exceptions is Ryan Poll’s Main Street and Empire: The Fictional Small Town in the Age of
Globalization, which argues that the ideology of American exceptionalism is evident in the association of the nation
with the “autonomous, contained, and innocent” small town (17). Poll makes the obvious connection between the
rhetoric of American exceptionalism and the obfuscation of neocolonial practices, citing Thorstein Veblen to argue
that the “idealized community” of the small town “renders the violences of capitalism beyond the realm of visibility,
and hence beyond the realm of legibility and responsibility” and “stages a fantasy that fetishizes consumption while
erasing the constitutive violences of capitalism from production to pollution” (132-33). My analysis contrasts with
Poll’s not only in my broader scope but in the recognition that the sense of America as autonomous and contained
can be separated from celebrations of its innocence or superiority. First-world-problems discourse makes use of an
ironic inversion of the notion of American exceptionalism, but does just as much to render invisible the violences of
global capitalism. Poll’s work also highlights, however, that no matter the extent to which, as Christian Moraru
writes, “the global chickens are coming home to roost” in American literature, there is a large tendency in American
fiction to maintain the exclusion of the world outside the US.
14

Contemporary postcolonial fiction does sometimes highlight the effects of American military intervention as well
as World Bank and IMF policies in the postcolonial world. Michelle Cliff and Pauline Melville are two great
examples. Cliff's No Telephone to Heaven explores the effects of tourism in Jamaica. Melville’s collection The
Migration of Ghosts explores, in various stories, American military intervention to overthrow foreign leaders (“The
President's Exile”), corporate malfeasance in the form of an environmental disaster (“Erzulie”), and the culpability
of American corporations for starvation in the developing world (“The Sparkling Bitch”). See Kathleen Williams
Renk’s “‘Disaster Capitalism’ and Anti-Globalization in Pauline Melville’s The Migration of Ghosts. Journal of
Commonwealth and Postcolonial Studies 17.1 (2011): 65-79.
15

Some key surveys of work in the field of globalization studies include John Beynon and David Dunkerley’s (Eds.)
Globalization: The Reader, Richard P. Applebaum and William I. Robinson’s (Eds.) Critical Globalization Studies,
and Subhabrata Bobby Banerjee, Vanessa C.M. Chio, and Raza Mir’s (Eds.) Organizations, Markets, and Imperial
Formations: Towards an Anthropology of Globalization. Banerjee, Chio, and Mir offer an effective summary of the
approach and purpose of globalization studies in their conclusion, arguing that the field serves to challenge the
notion of globalization as “natural or naturally evolving” and recognize that “if globalization…is neither natural nor
neutral, then it must come from somewhere and be the result of something,” making that somewhere or something
the object of their analysis (220).
16
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postcoloniality in some way,17 but any understanding of the relationship continues to be
elusive.18 As Ankie Hoogvelt describes, “even as postcolonial discourse . . . engages with global
times, postcolonial critics, with few exceptions, do not interrogate that relationship” (157). The
result is that postcolonial studies focuses on the legacies of the colonial system rather than the
continuing material and economic injustices of the neocolonial enterprise of globalization and
thus has failed to describe neocolonial discourse as a distinct tendency rather than the residue of
colonial ideology.19
I intend to shift the focus of postcolonial theory by attending to American imperial
hegemony and ongoing neocolonial practices more directly than has been done thus far. My goal

Liam Connell and Nicky Marsh’s Literature and Globalization: A Reader, moreover, actively resists the reduction
of globalization studies in literature to an extension of postcolonialism and rejects the notion that globalization can
be wholly explained by and subsumed into “the major narratives of transnational interrelations and history that have
already been widely theorized” (95-96).
17

The Empire Writes Back, which calls globalization “perhaps the ultimate and unavoidable future of post-colonial
studies” (217), devotes only six pages to discussing it (216-221). Moore-Gilbert's Postcolonial Theory, which also
dedicates parts of its conclusion to discussing globalization as the future concern of postcolonial theory, does not
discuss globalization directly at all (185-203). Even Benita Parry, who has been very critical of the emphasis on
representation rather than material conditions in poststructuralist postcolonial theory (Ashcroft, et al. 176-77),
focuses her Postcolonial Studies: A Materialist Critique on older British colonial texts by Conrad, Kipling, Forster,
and Wells. A more recent survey of the field, Janet Wilson, Cristina Şandru, and Sarah Lawson Welsh’s Rerouting
the Postcolonial: New Directions for the New Millennium, makes more of an effort to work with globalization
studies, but the essays touching on globalization are generally more interested in diaspora and global subjecthood
than neocolonial practices. Revathi Krishnaswamy and John C. Hawley’s The Postcolonial and the Global, which is
a more direct and very thorough attempt to theorize globalization within the field of postcolonial studies, also
explicates the experience of globalization but does not engage in the more specific project of exploring the discourse
supporting the neocolonial power dynamics constituting the globalization project.
18

Sankaran Krishna summarizes the criticisms of contemporary postcolonial theory and its complicity with
neoliberal globalization, which come from writers such as “Arif Dirlik, Aijaz Ahmad, Neil Lazarus, Benita Parry,
Ella Shohat, Anne McClintock, Timothy Brennan, Sumit Sarkar, and Keya Ganguly” (109). He lists “eleven theses”
that have implicated postcolonial studies in neoliberal globalization, including the Westernization and privileged
socio-economic statuses of the most prominent theorists, the emphasis on the past/history of colonialism instead of
present conditions, and the refusal to attend sufficiently to the role capitalism played in empowering Eurocentric
cultural discourse (109-19). That these criticisms exist makes it clear that there is some effort being made to shift
postcolonial studies toward a more direct reckoning with contemporary global capitalism, but as yet theorists are
still more engaged with asserting the need for such a reckoning than actually engaging in it themselves.
19

11
is to expand upon Said’s description of colonial discourse by looking at how cultural works are
implicated in imperialism in an updated and specifically American context. This study makes a
unique contribution to both postcolonial studies and the study of American literature by applying
Said’s methods to American texts, thus creating a new space for readings of American literature
that apply and contribute to postcolonial theory. I hope, in short, to establish a new subfield of
postcolonial studies that addresses neocolonialism as an ongoing economic practice rather than a
cultural legacy of earlier colonial exploitation, to invite greater attention to America as an
imperial power, and to begin the exploration of the role of American cultural works in supporting
neocolonialism.
Neocolonialism and Globalization
Francis Shor identifies three facets of contemporary US imperialism: the military, the
economic, and the cultural.20 All three facets are neocolonial as well as imperialist because they
involve the domination of a nation or region without claiming it as part of a project of imperial
expansion. The essence of neocolonialism, according to the prescient 1965 work of Kwame
Nkrumah, is economic control of a supposedly independent state from outside:
[N]eo-colonialist control is exercised through economic or monetary means. The neocolonial State may be obliged to take the manufactured products of the imperialist power
to the exclusion of competing products from elsewhere. Control over government policy
in the neo-colonial State may be secured by payments towards the cost of running the
State, by the provision of civil servants in positions where they can dictate policy, and by
monetary control over foreign exchange through the imposition of a banking system
controlled by the imperial power. (n. pag.)

These are the sections into which he divides his discussion in Dying Empire: U.S. Imperialism and Global
Resistance.
20
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Although neocolonialism can involve military intervention, then, it tends to eschew direct
involvement and the use of force in favor of financial manipulation and coercion. Of course, the
practices by which these ends are achieved have evolved since 1965; Nkrumah acknowledges the
possibility that “control may be exercised by a consortium of financial interests which are not
specifically identifiable with any particular State,” but in the era of globalization, that is the norm
rather than the exception. Philip McMichael discusses how the global free market depends upon
“the financial coercion of multilateral institutional debt management” (150-51). States are forced
into compliance with “global governance” by the institutions in charge of managing the global
economy (the World Bank, IMF, and WTO) due to conditions imposed on loans to debtor
nations.
As Shor emphasizes, we must understand globalization if we are to understand (and
combat) US imperialism (56).21 McMichael’s Development and Social Change: A Global
Perspective explains globalization’s neocolonial implications. He provides a history of the
evolution of international relations and the global economy since the era of European
colonialism and demonstrates that it has preserved the hierarchy of the former colonizers over
the formerly colonized. The “development project,” instituted after WWII and escalated after
decolonization, “was ultimately . . . embedded in unequal relations, and technology transfer,
between the First and Third Worlds” (84). Development depended upon loans from wealthy

Attention to globalization is also especially relevant to a study on the disavowal of imperialist practices, because,
as Shor notes, the economic facet of imperialism is the most invisible, given cover not only by American
exceptionalism but by the “invisible hand” and the notion of markets as autonomous (76). The military facet is the
most visible, leading to what Harry Harootunian calls a “recent and aggressive resurfacing of imperialism” in both
policy and the larger political conversation after 9/11 (7). Cultural imperialism is also fairly visible, at least in
academia; a few prominent discussions of contemporary imperialist practices like Benjamin Barber’s Jihad vs.
McWorld and Stephen Flusty’s De-Coca-Colonization focus on the process of Americanization.
21
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nations and international financial institutions, and the loans required the restructuring of the
poor nation’s economy—first toward investment in industrialization (and a resulting dependency
on primary commodity and technology imports from America and Western Europe), and then, in
the era of neoliberal capitalism,22 toward doing whatever possible to attract foreign investment.
The development and globalization projects have restructured the global economy to
compartmentalize production processes into complex commodity chains.23 Within the nations
whose resource endowments put them at the bottom of the commodity chains, the result of
export reliance is the loss of self-sufficiency and a redirection of resources toward the global
market and away from internal development. This redirection is, in fact, often mandated by
conditional loans requiring structural adjustment—a process involving the “drastic reduction of
public spending,” “currency devaluation,” “export intensification,” “privatization of state
enterprises,” and “reduction of wages” (132). Thus, Kiminori Matsuyama argues, “globalization
magnifies the inequality of nations” and “global capitalism is a mechanism through which some
countries become rich at the expense of others” (855). As Anwar Shaikh puts it, “persistent
imbalances are the sine qua non of international trade” (“Globalization . . . ” 54). In short,

Neoliberalism is an economic theory that was developed by Milton Friedman and passed on to economists at the
University of Chicago in the 1970s. The theory emphasizes privatization, deregulation, the elimination of social
programs, and liberalization of the financial industry, and was first implemented in Augusto Pinochet’s restructuring
of Chile’s economy—with the help of Chicago-educated economists—after the ousting of Salvador Allende, before
being adopted at the new paradigm in the 1980s by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. See David Harvey’s A
Brief History of Neoliberalism, as well as Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism.
22

McMichael defines a commodity chain as “a sequence of production stages, located in a number of countries at
sites that provide labor and materials contributing to the final product” (6). A nation’s place within those commodity
chains depends upon its “comparative advantage,” a neoliberal economic principle “linking economic growth to
optimizing trade advantage through economic specialization, reflecting a nation’s relative resource endowments”
(159).
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globalization is not only implicated in neocolonialism, but can be recognized as its dominant
contemporary form.24
Nonetheless, within theory and criticism, there is a greater interest in globalization as a
cultural paradigm than as the current form of the relations of production. Such an approach is not
surprising given the term’s evolution away from its economic roots to become, Gupta writes,
“more or less normatively neutral” and “acontextual” (8). What is more concerning, however, is
that even supposedly economically-focused studies of globalization center on the transformation
of culture. Jeffrey Nealon’s Post-Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Just-In-Time
Capitalism, for instance, is an updating of Jameson’s work Postmodernism, Or the Cultural
Logic of Late Capitalism. Nealon is hardly dismissive of the role of economic forces in
producing the cultural moment of globalization, nor does he ignore that such economic forces

Shaikh illustrates that inequality was exacerbated by the neoliberal policies put into place in the last few decades,
noting that “in 1980, the richest countries had median incomes 77 times as great as the poorest but by 1999 this
tremendous inequality had increased to 122:1” (“Introduction” 2). Growth in Latin America and the Caribbean was
75% from 1960-1980, but slowed to 7% from 1980-2000. Africa’s collective economies also slowed from 34%
growth in the first period to a 15% decline over the second (2). McMichael writes, as well, that “[d]istribution of,
and access to, the world’s material wealth is extraordinarily uneven,” as illustrated by his citation of a United
Nations study from 1997 that reports that “20 percent consume 86 percent of all goods and services, while the
poorest 20 percent consume just 1.3 percent” (1). In 2016, Oxfam released a report at the World Economic Forum
illustrating the widening of the gap in wealth between the world’s richest and poorest people; the WEF’s summary
of the report states that “62 billionaires own the same amount of wealth as 3.5 billion people who make up the
poorest half of the world’s population” and that the wealthiest have seen a 44% increase in wealth over the last five
years, while the poorest have seen a 41% decrease (Gray n. pag.). Using a third metric for inequality (income as
opposed to consumption expenditures or wealth ownership), Glenn Firebaugh and Brian Goesling offer a more
nuanced view pointing out that though nation-weighted income inequality is increasing, population-weighted
inequality has decreased over recent decades due to the economic success of India and China, which has allowed
their comparatively large populations to enjoy higher incomes (555). Nonetheless, they confirm that “per capita
income growth in the average poor country has been slower than the overall average for all countries” and that
“today’s global income inequality is much greater” than 200 years ago and is “largely between, not within,
countries” (554-55). In short, the global enforcement of neoliberal economic practices has preserved and
exacerbated a disparity between nations, creating, McMichael summarizes, “unprecedented prosperity for a minority
of the world’s investors and consumers” on one side and “poverty, displacement, job and food insecurity, health
crises (AIDS), and a widening band of informal activity (over 1 billion slum-dwellers) as people make due in lieu of
stable jobs, government supports, and sustainable habitats” on the other (192). These are the realities that firstworld-problems discourse elides.
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involve global stratification. However, like Jameson before him, his focus is on describing how
those economic forces manifest themselves culturally within the first world. The gap in Nealon’s
analysis and in the treatment of globalization in literary theory and criticism more broadly is
summed up by his assertion that “[p]ost-postmodern economics is cultural to the core” (183).
This statement—bafflingly vague out of context—refers to the rise in spending on services
(especially technological services) and of a financial market that amasses capital without ever
having to produce a commodity, and is certainly a valid observation about differences between
contemporary economic practice and earlier forms of production. However, it is reductive to
pretend that all economics are cultural in the sense that Nealon means. People still buy products
out of necessity in addition to the desire for the status or sense of identity those products provide,
and production still requires the investment of natural resources and labor power. It still produces
waste as a by-product that needs to be dumped or stored somewhere. These other phenomena
constituting post-postmodern economics, things such as sweatshop labor, resource depletion, and
environmental racism, cannot be accounted for by the narrative of economics as cultural.
Economics is and will always be material. As a result it creates material inequalities, material
forms of violence and suffering. The material realities of contemporary economics, then, demand
a study of globalization in literature that operates from a definition of globalization that
emphasizes it as the current state of the relations of production rather than simply the current
state of culture. Instead of implicating culture in the perpetuation of material inequalities, a
hyper-focus on culture as a discrete field ignores and distracts from those inequalities, making
these analyses complicit in the obfuscation of neocolonial practices.
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This gap in the theory is part of a larger tendency to downplay the political economy of
globalization despite evidence of US domination. Matthew Sparke makes note of this tendency,
finding that, in keeping with Pease’s structures of denial, “widely reproduced discourses and
theories about globalisation elide American dominance” due to what he calls the “smooth-world
imagined geography of deterritorialisation” (373, 380). That this is a false vision of the world is
demonstrated for Sparke by the continued existence and success of the military-industrial
complex—the domination and mutual dependence of the American military and US
multinational corporations (382). There is also the simple fact that the largest portion of the
dominant corporations are American; Fortune’s 2014 Global 500 list—a ranking of the 500 most
profitable companies in the world—lists 128 American companies, including six in the top
twenty and Walmart in first place (“Global 500”). And, of course, America is still dominant
within the international financial institutions. The head of the World Bank has always been, since
its formation in 1948, an American,25 and Naomi Klein writes that the US’s proportion of votes
in the World Bank and IMF results in the US having an “effective veto over all major decisions”
(204).26 Moreover, Klein describes a whole history of the US taking advantage of (or even
provoking) crises and political instability to push through neoliberal economic policies in foreign
nations, whether imposed by US-backed governments, authored by US economists and business
interests, or coerced in exchange for aid.27

Nigerian finance minister Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, who lost the job to US nominee Jim Yong Kim in 2012, reported
“frantic arm-twisting” so that any opposition to US control could be hidden behind the front of a unanimous vote
(“World Bank Names…”).
25

The US controls 16.75% of the total votes in the IMF, according to a report on members’ quotas, while the next
four countries on the list (Japan, Germany, France, and the United Kingdom) collectively control 20.6% (“IMF
Member’s Quotas…”).
26

27

Klein notes that such interference goes beyond IMF structural adjustment programs such as those imposed during
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The larger tendency that Sparke describes is not specific to American self-representation
but to a mythological conception of globalization within which first-world-problems discourse
must be contextualized. Globalization replaces the discourse of traditional colonialism28 with a
myth of basic equality between nations. Of course, neocolonialism is still rooted in an
assumption of cultural superiority on the part of the world’s wealthier nations. This assumption
operates within Western-centric definitions of good governance,29 the marketing of American
culture as more desirable than the local cultures it invades,30 and the continued prevalence of
Orientalist discourse, as well as the racism involved in depictions of Africa, Oceania, and Central

the Latin American and African debt crisis, during which the policy was, effectively, “be ‘privatized or die’” (12),
and beyond cases of “arm-twisting at World Trade Organization summits” (10). In the late-1970s and early 1980s,
“Argentina, Chile, Uruguay and Brazil…were…all run by U.S.-backed military governments and were living
laboratories of Chicago School Economics” (107). Bolivia joined in in the mid-1980s, Poland in the late 1980s, and
Russia in the 1990s. Other examples include post-apartheid South Africa (256), Thailand, Indonesia, South Korea,
and the Philippines during the Asian economic crisis, post-invasion Iraq, and post-tsunami Sri Lanka. For even more
on America’s role in enforcing globalization, see William H. Marling’s How American is Globalization?, which
examines both economic and cultural globalization and concludes that the answer is both “less than we think” and
“more than we know,” disputing claims about cultural homogenization and Americanization but pointing to
America’s continued domination in and over the global economy and institutions of global governance.
Describing the nature of colonial discourse has been the purview of postcolonial theorists for several decades.
Although Bhabha has refined the field’s understanding of what discourse is and how it operates by emphasizing that
it is not concrete or static but something that is created and recreated perpetually through actual acts of
communication, there is a clear consensus as to the general content of colonial ideology that has remained consistent
since the early writings of Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon: racial superiority and paternalism combine to encourage
a belief in not only the justice but the necessity of subjugation and rule of the colonized people so that we might
civilize them.
28

Eva Poluha and Mona Rosendahl criticize the definition of good governance used by international institutions as
Western-centric and unconcerned with the cultural standards for governance—what kind of governance the people
actually desire—in other nations. Certainly it is obvious from the IMF’s rhetoric that they mean the standards and
the changes they impose to elevate poorer nations out of poverty by bringing them the gift of Western economic
practices.
29

Barber’s Jihad vs. McWorld highlights the process of Westernization inherent in forced participation in the global
economy, by which Western products, pop culture, and values have imposed themselves upon the cultures of Middle
Eastern nations, a process that begins, he claims, with the “the selling of America as a means to selling American
goods” through the marketing of the “incoherent and contradictory but seductive style” of American culture through
global advertising (61), or, in other words, a presentation of American cultural superiority that poorer nations are
compelled to emulate.
30
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and South America, which all make it clear that neocolonial discourse is hardly free from the
kind of Manichean thinking that pervaded traditional colonial ideology.31 However,
neocolonialism is different in that the hierarchies it embraces are not reflective of innate
qualities32 but rather based on the “proof” provided by comparative levels of success within the
global economy. The notion of comparative advantage suggests that every country has a niche in
the global market based upon their unique resources, meaning that every country is capable of
achieving prosperity (163-65). This is, Ha-Joon Chang points out, a completely mythical
understanding of how competition and economic growth work, because wealthy nations got to be
wealthy nations through protectionism and the insulation of their industries from competition.
The contemporary insistence on liberalization means that rich countries “are in effect ‘kicking
away the ladder’ by which they climbed to the top beyond the reach of developing countries”
(“Kicking Away” 42), and no amount of comparative advantage can overcome rich countries’
head start because “[a] level playing field leads to unfair competition when the players are
unequal” (Bad Samaritans 218). Like color-blind racism, then, neocolonial discourse starts from
a disingenuous pretense of equality that presumes a level playing field in terms of global

There is a substantial body of work on this topic. See Douglas Little’s American Orientalism: The United States
and the Middle East Since 1945; Paul Lyons’s American Pacificism: Oceania in the U.S. Imagination, Allan
Punzalan Isaac’s American Tropics: Articulating Filipino America, Gargi Bhattacharyya, John Gabriel, and Stephen
Small’s Race and Power: Global Racism in the Twenty First Century; Peter Rigby’s African Images: Racism and the
End of Anthropology; and Harilaos Stecopoulos’s “Putting an Old Africa on Our Map: British Imperial Legacies and
Contemporary US Culture.”
31

While it is true that colonial discourse always carried with it the promise of assimilation—the suggestion that, by
embracing the colonizer’s culture, the colonized could rise to become full-fledged subjects of the colonizing
nation—the promise was a false one, as colonialism depended upon the preservation of inviolable boundaries.
Bhabha calls the attempt to assimilate a “flawed cultural mimesis, in which to be Anglicized is emphatically not to
be English” (125).
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economic competition and thus blames inequality on bad choices by the people and the
governments of developing countries.33
The neoliberal insistence on this myth of a level playing field results, Zygmunt Bauman
complains in Globalization: The Human Consequences, in globalization’s misidentification as “a
process that affects us all in the same measure and in the same way” (1). Manfred B. Steger
names among the “six core claims of globalism” that “[g]lobalization is inevitable and
irreversible” (369, 371), that “[n]obody is in charge of globalization” (372), and that
“[g]lobalization benefits everyone ( . . . in the long run)” (373).34 Perhaps the most concise
articulation of American rhetoric on globalization comes from Thomas Friedman, who compares
globalization to the act of riding a tiger, and says, “We are not the tiger. Globalization is the tiger.
But we are the people most adept at riding the tiger” (Sparke 384). Globalization exists on its
own, he argues; it is simply a reality with which all nations must contend. The US is just another
person riding the tiger, and it is our innate virtues and advantages, not any injustice in the
system, that explains our comparative success. These claims disguise the causes of global
inequality and cast all nations as equally being the objects of a natural process35 of globalization
33

This failure of course then allows for the reassertion of notions of superiority.

The other three are that “[g]lobalization is about the liberalization and global integration of markets” (370), that
“[g]lobalization furthers the spread of democracy in the world” (374), and that “[g]lobalization requires a global war
on terror” (375).
34

This conception of globalization as an outside force is present within the currently accepted definitions of the
term. Gupta lists a few of these definitions, including Anthony Gidden’s (“the intensification of worldwide social
relations”), Martin Albrow’s (“globalization effectively means that societies now cannot be seen as systems in an
environment of other systems, but as sub-systems of the larger inclusive world society”), Roland Robinson’s
(“Globalization as a concept refers both to the compression of the world and to the intensification of consciousness
of the world as a whole”), and David Held’s (“a process [or set of processes] which embodies a transformation in the
spatial organization of social relations and transactions”) (3-4). What these definitions have in common is the
absence of an agent—Gidden, Robinson, and Held all use nouns instead of verbs (intensification, compression,
process), which implies that globalization is something that happens, rather than something that is being done.
Albrow’s, moreover, places these changes in the past, using his definition to describe a current, fully established
state of the world rather than a process that is currently taking place. All of these definitions also have in common
35
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in which the US plays no active role.36
This conception of the US as an object of globalization has a multidirectional relationship
with first-world-problems discourse. On the one hand, first-world-problems discourse promotes a
mythical understanding of globalization by eliding neocolonial practices. On the other hand, the
notion of globalization as something that is happening to the US rather than a process we are
helping to direct becomes its own first-world problem, manifested most directly in a rhetoric of
economic victimhood. In the 2015 State of the Union address, President Obama gave voice to
this sense of American victimization within the global economy, claiming that free trade
agreements have proven harmful to the United States in the past and blaming that on nations who
violated the agreements and the rules of global trade, all while nakedly advocating more
American control over those rules.37 This is despite the massive benefits of trade to the US as

the implication that the nature of the changes is the same everywhere—everywhere the world is compressed,
everywhere people are more conscious of the world as a whole—and that the nature of the relations being intensified
or spatially transformed are irrelevant.
The language of objects vs. agents comes from Paul Giles, who uses the supposed threat of the global market to
middle class job security as a justification for claiming that “there is an important sense in which we should read the
United States as one of the objects of globalization, rather than as merely its malign agent, so that all the insecurities
associated with transnationalism are lived out experientially within the nation’s own borders as well” (23).
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From CNN’s transcript: “21st century businesses, including small businesses, need to sell more American products
overseas. Today, our businesses export more than ever, and exporters tend to pay their workers higher wages. But as
we speak, China wants to write the rules for the world’s fastest growing region. Why would we let that happen? We
should write those rules. We should level the playing field…Look, I’m the first one to admit that past trade deals
haven’t always lived up to the hype, and that’s why we’ve gone after countries that break the rules at our expense”
(“State of the Union 2015: Full Transcript”). Donald Trump, in his 2016 bid for president, repeatedly gave voice to
an even more inflammatory version of this argument, giving a foreign policy speech in April 2016 that promised that
“no American citizen will ever again feel that their needs come second to the citizens of foreign countries,”
proposing a scaling-back of American commitments to the rest of the world, and putting forth an image of the US as
economically and militarily weakened and in need of a rehabilitation to make us “respected,” “truly wealthy,” and
“great” again (Diamond and Collinson n. pag.). His campaign website advocated trade reform that, like Obama,
emphasized accountability for other countries (namely China, whom we have “let…off the hook”) and the effects of
trade on American employment rates (“US-China Trade Reform”), and also came out hard against immigration,
again presenting the US as a country being victimized by external powers (namely Mexico) (“Immigration
Reform”). The Democratic candidates were also critical of US trade agreements, with Bernie Sanders emphasizing
the negative impact in the US without acknowledgement of the neocolonial implications of supposedly free trade on
an unequal playing field (“Bernie Sanders on Trade”) and Hillary Clinton voicing concerns about American
37
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well as our relative insulation from harm,38 America’s own history of playing unfairly within the
global economy,39 and the evidence that the unequally distributed harms of globalization within
the US are, one, in large part a product of our relative affluence, and, two, actually attributable
much more to failures in domestic policy than to trade.40 Although Obama’s and other
competitiveness and “barriers to entry in developing and emerging economies” (“Hillary Clinton on Free Trade”).
The benefits of trade liberalization accrue mostly to advanced economies like the US. As de la Dehesa notes, “the
mobility of capital” generally facilitates the flow of capital “to wherever the marginal productivity of capital is
greatest,” meaning “the advanced economies and those with the largest capital stocks” (42). Contrary to concerns
about capital flight toward the developing world, “60% of foreign direct investment has been in developed
countries” (81). This also brings benefits to workers and consumers. An article in The Economist explores the
largely invisible positive effects of global trade within the US, writing that “cheap imports were a windfall for
American consumers” (n. pag.), that “[s]ome workers have benefited from rising exports, because firms that export
pay more,” and that “[o]utsourcing low-wage assembly has also increased the productivity of America’s high-skilled
workers.” de la Dehesa also points out that globalization encourages efficiency, “which increases wages and per
capita income” (12), that multinational firms “pay better wages to their employees” (74), and that employment by
multinationals is still largely concentrated in those firms’ home countries (about “two-thirds” of their total
“production” and “workforce”) (78). Finally, despite the many loopholes that allow firms to avoid paying US taxes,
Vipal Monga of The Wall Street Journal points out that $301 billion of $459 billion in foreign earnings by S&P 500
companies was repatriated in 2014, increasing US revenue. Advanced economies like the US are generally insulated
from many of the negative effects of global trade, as well. The relative insulation of service jobs from further
outsourcing protects American workers, suggesting that deindustrialization is a feature, not a bug. Moreover, the
long history of protectionism, the “ladder” of which Chang writes, has allowed for the development of infrastructure
and a welfare state that improves the standard of living for even the most underserved populations, in spite of
obvious and gross insufficiencies. Even America’s supposed trade deficit may be overblown, because, as de la
Dehesa notes, sales by multinationals in host countries are not counted as exports (73).
38
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The US is guilty of its own protectionist violations of free trade agreements, as proponents of free trade like the
Cato Institute are more than happy to point out. Stuart Anderson, for instance, provides a long list of specific
policies that violate the tenets of free trade in his “Unclean Hands: America’s Protectionist Policies,” including
agricultural subsidies. Bill Watson, also of Cato, writes, as well, that the US is abusing a loophole in the WTO rules
by insisting that China is “a non-market economy,” meaning that a different trade methodology applies and thus the
US does not have to follow the rules in their transactions with China (n. pag.). Bruce E. Moon highlights this
specific type of hypocrisy in US trade policy, writing that “[e]fforts to promote opportunities for American exporters
and foreign investors remain concentrated in its multilateral drive to remove the barriers of others, while its
unilateral and bilateral policies have increasingly erected such barriers to protect American firms that compete with
imports.” He also points that US officials argue that such practices are “consistent with its systemic philosophy
because they are designed to compensate for the unfair trade practices of others” (10), which recalls rhetoric on trade
from the 2016 election.
40

The most obvious negative impact of trade is increased income inequality, largely due to the depression of wages;
the Economic Policy Institute reports that as a product of globalization, “total national income rises…but so much
income is redistributed upwards within the United States that most workers are made worse off” (Bivens “TPP” n.
pag.). This is a product of what economists call the “curse of Stolper-Samuelson,” a formula that predicts the effects
of lower commodity prices on wages. Marc Priester and Aaron Mendelson of Inequality.org present evidence of
massive and increasing inequalities in income shares, income growth, CEO to worker pay ratios, growth in real
wages, and productivity vs. compensation (“Income Inequality”). However, it is worth noting that “[t]here is,” de le

22
politicians’ contemporary criticisms are leveled at trade rather than explicitly condemning
globalization, thus avoiding the tendency Guillermo de la Dehesa notes of treating globalization
as “a scapegoat for everything that is going wrong in the world” (viii), this political rhetoric
nonetheless reflects a tendency toward what de la Dehesa calls “globophobia,” casting the
integration of the global economy as a problem for and within the US (viii). What is more,
because of the tendency Bauman and Gupta both note of globalization being used to refer to a
catalog of cultural changes and conditions in contemporary society, the notion of globalization as
something that has happened to us underlies other first-world problems, including anxieties over
mobility and interconnectivity.

Dehesa notes, “much less evidence that globalization has had an impact on employment that politicians, workers,
and unions seem to think” (70). Josh Bivens of the EPI, an opponent on the Trans-Pacific Partnership agreement,
acknowledges that “the real action of globalization in affecting U.S. workers is slower wage growth, not fewer jobs
in the economy” (Everybody Wins n. pag.). Moreover, it has not impacted employment and living standards to the
extent that is commonly believed. Dani Rodrik notes that the consensus is that “increased trade with developing
countries may account for at most 20 per cent of the reduction in the earnings of low-skilled American workers
(relative to highly skilled workers) but not much more,” attributing the other 80 percent to “technological changes
and deunionization” (20). Doug Henwood, as well, examines the way that globalization “has been indicted as the
major reason for downward pressure on U.S. living standards, even though most Americans work in services, which
are largely exempt from international competition” (59), and demonstrates that it is a misconception to think that the
loss of manufacturing jobs has significantly “contributed to the downward mobility” of American workers (61). The
concentration of American workers in the services in important, because while the transition from high wage,
unionized manufacturing to low wage non-union service jobs is one of the major sites of working class anger about
trade, that transition is less a product of outsourcing than the natural evolution of a wealthy economy. Christopher
Kollmeyer finds that “rising national affluence has played the largest role in deindustrialization” (1665), because it
“spur[s] demand for services more than manufactured goods” (1660). To the extent that it is a product of trade, it is
more directly the result of neocolonial exploitation than outsourcing: “North-South trade…boosts living standards in
the North more than in the South” because “the new wealth created by rising productivity…bypasses Southern
workers and flows back to the North, where it manifests as higher corporate profits, higher wages, lower consumer
prices, or some combination of the three,” and these have fostered the growth of the service economy (1651). In a
sense, then, much like patriarchal ideology sometimes hurts men, a nation’s exercising of its privilege in the
international community sometimes creates difficulties for the citizens of that country. And, of course, those
difficulties could be overcome with enough domestic political will. Vincent A. Mahler points out that “domestic
political factors continue to play an important role in determining distributive outcomes in the developed world”
(1049), and that, even though “financial openness works to constrain governments’ use of macroeconomic tools to
stimulate the economy, affecting earnings distributions in the process” (1048), “economic globalization is
compatible with a wide variety of political dynamics that can in turn lead to a wide range of distributive outcomes”
(1049). In short, there is no reason for a country that is benefiting as much from trade as the US to have any sector
of the population be negatively affected.
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What attention critics have offered to globalization within American literature is
congruent with the political rhetoric that poses the US as a victim of a process of increased
global interconnectivity, highlighting deep preoccupations with the fact of increased global
integration that are limited to the effects of such integration within the US.41 The failure to
address this narrow vision more explicitly has meant that literary criticism both considers
globalization as a cultural and not an economic phenomenon, thereby rendering invisible the
specific neocolonial practices taking place, and facilitates first-world-problems discourse.42 Paul
Giles’s The Global Remapping of American Literature, for instance, focuses on “how
[contemporary American literature] represents ways in which . . . pressures of deterritorialization
are being internalized and understood affectively” (19). He also defines globalization as an era
“centered around the necessarily reciprocal position of the U.S. within global networks of
exchange” (13), with no consideration of the power imbalances within those networks. Gupta’s
Globalization and Literature highlights fiction’s representation of its characters as “caught in the
machine of multinational business” and stuck in the middle of “the confrontation of global
political forces from above and below” (13), and also emphasizes the “impressionistic” nature of
“literary expressions of globalization” (3). This description recalls Jameson’s concerns about the
difficulty of drawing an effective cognitive map of global capital (44), in a sense calling attention
to obfuscation rather than perpetuating it, but also emphasizes the problematic experience of
globalization within the first world. For a final example, James Annesley’s Fictions of

Part of this is a function of the literature itself. Judie Newman points out that “[i]n literary terms the recognition
that America has been worlded has tended to translate globalisation into ethnicity” (5), resulting in a focus on
cultural contact in both immigrant experiences at home and travel experiences abroad.
41

Gupta also identifies gaps within the history of critical attention to globalization, including the insistence on
taking a long historical view of globalization that disconnects it from contemporary practices (10).
42
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Globalization discusses globalization mostly as synonymous with consumer society and focuses
on the tensions surrounding consumerism and commercialization within contemporary American
literature.43
While certainly this project’s definition of neocolonial discourse could be used (and
refined) by studies of contemporary texts from other neocolonial powers (in other words, the
other largest IMF shareholders: Japan, Germany, France, and the United Kingdom), America
seems to be the most appropriate place to start. The United States is not alone in its dominance of
the global economy, although Sparke argues that there is a definite “lack of meaningful
geopolitical rivals” due to the series of interrelationships fostered by globalization and American
centrality within the system of global trade (377), which he refers to as “consensual hegemony”
(386). Neither, moreover, is the US alone in its participation in a rhetoric of globalization as a
process of which it is just another object or victim. A comparative study would undoubtedly
reveal similar trends toward imagined persecution in the discourse of other neocolonial powers—

Caren Irr’s Toward the Geopolitical Novel: U.S. Fiction in the Twenty-First Century is somewhat more explicit in
its attention to how globalization is problematized. She highlights novels that “explore…the theme of international
travel, especially in the developing world, and…turn on the protagonist’s discovery of his or her profound sense of
dislocation abroad” (65), as well as novels that rely on the anxiety of interconnectivity, using “catastrophic events
originating outside the immediate frame of reference” to inspire a” reconsideration of local ritual and convention in
light of the increased exposure to an exterior world” (108). However, her analysis offers little consideration of these
novels’ attention, or lack thereof, to American neocolonial practices nor of the limits of an exploration of “the
pragmatics of global mobility and inequality” that privileges first-world experiences of travel (194). Moreover, Irr
defines US fiction as any work that makes “an explicit effort to address a North American audience” and “the use
and revision of historically American narratives for making sense of the rest of the world” (11), and thus her
conclusion that such fiction “is learning to speak in a new voice, one that opens the door to a different kind of
engagement with the world beyond the borders of the U.S.” may not apply to a more narrowly defined field of
American literature (194). The closest literary criticism has come to exploring American neocolonialism may be
Judie Newman’s Fictions of America: Narratives of Globalization, in which she claims her purpose is to “interrogate
the relationship of contemporary American fictions to globalisation” (2). She identifies and discusses a series of
“novels which consider the long chronology of globalisation, TNCs, data overload, human rights imperialism,
forcible globalisation and racialised modernity, militarism, spurious determinism and the anxieties of connectivity”
(6). The existence of these literary representations of neocolonial practices serves as evidence of a counterdiscourse
to the dominant first-world-problems discourse, but in her analysis, these oppositional viewpoints, voiced mostly in
immigrant fictions, exist in isolation rather than in relationship to a competing discourse.
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the rise of right-wing nationalist political parties across Europe and particularly the successful
campaign within Britain to exit the European Union suggest as much.44 Nonetheless, it is clear
from the evidence that no other country has quite as much influence in the global economy as the
United States, which makes the rhetoric of passive accommodation of globalization especially
striking and especially absurd when it emerges from an American context. This is in addition to
the aforementioned fact that the study of a discourse that obfuscates neocolonial domination
within American literature adds a new dimension to the study of American exceptionalism.
Additionally, the phrase first-world or American privilege neither ignores inequalities nor
depends upon a premise that all Americans benefit from US imperialism, but rather points out
that the problems of interest to a large body of contemporary American novels are positioned
within a context of material privilege. The benefits accrued to the US through its coercive
economic practices are not equally shared within the country, requiring a nuanced view of firstworld privilege—although, of course, the benefits of traditional colonialism were not equally
distributed, either. The rhetoric of American victimhood hardly serves those negatively impacted
by trade, however, because it obfuscates economic practices, blaming trade (and foreign
countries) for the consequences of domestic policy, encouraging American exceptionalism
through nostalgic images of pre-globalization prosperity of the kind promoted by Donald
Trump’s campaign to “Make America Great Again,” and precluding solidarity with foreign
workers. The existence of material inequalities within the US, while it suggests the need for an
examination of how globalization is represented within the works of underserved and oppressed

CNN’s Aurelian Mondon offers a summary of the rise in xenophobia and “Euroskepticism” throughout Europe
and especially in the UK in an article written more than a year before the June 2016 British referendum on the
“Brexit”: “Divided We Stand: Nationalism on March Across Europe.”
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populations, is not especially relevant to a discussion of the dominant discourse voiced by works
that are largely concerned with cultural rather than material consequences of global integration
and American affluence.
Outlining the Project
Each chapter explores a specific first-world problem, first establishing it, with the help of
critical works describing the trends of contemporary American fiction, as significant enough to
be worthy of discussion, and then exploring how it is depicted in three novels. Each problem is
both congruent with the conditions of globalized society identified by such theorists as Jameson
(who discusses chapter one’s topic of spatial organization), Bauman (who discusses chapter
two’s topic of mobility), Jean Baudrillard (who discusses chapter three’s topic of fragmentation
and chapter four’s topic of consumerism), and Barber (who discusses consumerism and chapter
five’s topic of interconnectivity as a threat to sovereignty), and prominent within surveys of
contemporary American literature, which highlight issues like urban space, global travel, digital
and media technology, consumerism and branding, and the prevalence of domestic stories as
structuring narratives to explain the concerns of contemporary literature.45 The texts for each
chapter are either central to critical discussions of that chapter’s problem or the problem is
central to discussions of that text in isolation. That the resulting corpus is exclusively white and
overwhelming male, though partially coincidental, also reflects prior critical attention and,

These surveys are cited within the specific chapters. My choice of both subtopics and texts also reflects
movements and periods within American literature in the era of globalization, including blank fiction, cyberpunk,
post-postmodernism, and post-9/11 literature, also represented by the surveys I use.
45
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possibly, the nature of first-world-problems discourse itself, which is fixed within these novels
within the experiences of white middle- and upper-class Americans.
The first chapter discusses tropes of spatial organization, which reflect Fredric
Jameson’s notions of postmodern space as described in Postmodernism—disorientation, the
conflation of interior and exterior spaces, and unhomeliness (39-45). It also makes use of Edward
J. Soja’s Postmodern Geographies, which gives a more detailed articulation of the nature of
urban spatial organization in the postmodern era, and Anthony Vidler’s theory of the
architectural uncanny, which emerges in part from the repetition and homogeneity of space, as
well as the instability of spaces that are continually being reordered. These supposed problems of
first-world experiences of postmodern urban and architectural spaces appear in Paul Auster’s The
New York Trilogy (1987), which depicts the labyrinthine and disorienting nature of contemporary
urban spaces; Don DeLillo’s Cosmopolis (2003), which focuses on the spatial compression
enabled by digital technology and the resulting confusion of boundaries between interior and
exterior spaces; and Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000), which explores an uncanny
and unstable domestic space. The portrayal of space as a problem for the characters masks the
privilege that enables first-world spatial practices and the global economic system that maintains
that privilege.
Related to spatial organization is the issue of mobility—the ability to occupy and move
freely through space. This is the subject of the second chapter, which relies heavily on Bauman’s
theory of mobility-based class divisions that emphasizes the freedom of first-world citizens to
move freely, to feel at home in foreign spaces, and to have a stable home to which they can
return. American literature problematizes mobility by exposing the difficulties of a lifestyle that
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involves a lot of travel or access to digital communication and to romanticize the lifestyles of
people whose mobility is restricted through their exclusion from public spaces and the formal
economy. William Gibson’s Pattern Recognition (2003) depicts the challenges of first-world
travel and tourism in a globalized world. Paul Auster’s Sunset Park (2010) represents an act of
voluntary squatting as therapeutic while also appropriating homelessness as a metaphor for
disruptions to and discontentment within the home. Cosmopolis depicts the protagonist’s access
to digital space as a cause of feelings of alienation from the physical world. Each presentation of
the problem elides material inequalities and neocolonial practices.
Chapter three focuses on fragmentation as a function of the proliferation and spread of
new forms of media consumption. Literary representations of television culture voice the
concerns of theorists like Baudrillard and Marshall McLuhan about cultural acclimation to new
media technology and the rise of a fragmenting hyperreality that is harmful to both individual
identity and social cohesion, thus casting first-world access to television as a problem. I use
DeLillo’s White Noise (1985) to introduce the theories on television culture as it directly
concerns itself with hyperreality and its psychological and social consequences. Infinite Jest
(1996) explores how the irony and emphasis on personal choice inherent to television culture
encourage fragmentation, which is exacerbated by their promotion of compulsive behaviors. The
Zero (2006) focuses more directly on fragmentation than on the media, demonstrating the
acclimation of which McLuhan writes by depicting a generalized condition of fragmented
hyperreality that undermines democracy and empowers a corporatist state. All three texts treat
first-world access to media technology as a problem without consideration of the inequalities that
maintain and are maintained by that access.
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Related to this fragmentation is a further sense of anxiety about the corrupting or
alienating influence of consumerism, and in particular how American material wealth enables
overconsumption. Chapter four argues that literary critiques of consumerism are congruent with
those voiced by mainstream political and cultural commentators, using Kim Humphery’s Excess:
Anti-Consumerism in the West to provide an effective summary of first-world conceptions of
consumerism as a problem separate from issues of sustainability and distributive justice. Pattern
Recognition explores the cultural pathology of consumerism in relationship to the ubiquity of
branding and the ascendency of the commodity-sign over the product. Jay McInerney’s The
Good Life (2006) depicts consumerism as a cause of insecurity and moral corruption. Chuck
Palahniuk’s Fight Club (1996) depicts consumerism as alienating and threatening to community
and affective relationships. Together, these texts obscure the negative effects of consumerism
outside of the US, as well as the first-world’s role in creating the obligation to consume.
The final chapter offers a more direct look at American skepticism about globalization,
tying first-world-problems discourse to the rhetoric of American victimhood through the shared
sense that Americans are threatened by the increased interconnectivity of the globe. The socalled “domestic retreat” of contemporary American fiction (especially after 9/11) is a function
of a fear of that interconnectivity, and particularly the increased awareness of the supposedly
autonomous family home’s relationship to and interdependence with the world. The domestic
retreat focuses on the effect of interconnectivity on the family as opposed to its consequences for
the world outside the home, thus maintaining the invisibility of the global political and economic
systems to which the family home is explicitly tied. The Good Life uses 9/11 as a backdrop to a
story about infidelity and an argument for the reconstitution of the private family as a public
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good. Walter’s The Financial Lives of the Poets (2009) problematizes the home’s entanglement
with the economy, exploring the effects of the global financial crisis on an upper-middle class
family. Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible (1998) positions the American family
within the Congo from before its independence through the initial period of US neocolonial
intervention in the early 1960s. It exposes the ties between American domestic life and American
foreign policy, but casts that relationship as a problem for Americans who must cope with their
guilt over their awareness of their complicity in exploitation. Not only does globalization’s
intensification of relationships primarily threaten the stability and happiness of American
families, but the resolutions the novels offer—embracing our domestic obligations and putting
down the burden of guilt—require the active rejection of attention to the contexts in which firstworld problems are embedded.
The conclusion suggests further pathways for inquiry that include greater attention to
minority literatures, the discovery of other forms of neocolonial discourse, and attention to
ambivalences and contradictions within anti-imperialist discourse.
American culture’s refusal to interrogate the causes of first-world problems presents
globalization as a natural process rather than a deliberate project, which precludes any awareness
of the need for or possibility of resistance and social change. I do not condemn American
literature for the narrowness of its focus or for attending to American experiences rather than the
experiences of people in the neocolonized world, nor do I dismiss the actual problems caused by
globalization in the first world. I also do not condemn the individual texts for their choice of
focus, as no one work can, should, or must attend to every aspect of the culture and time period it
explores. These texts, however, reveal a pattern in how American literature represents American
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experiences that are fundamentally tied to both material privilege and the process of
globalization, and this pattern is neither coincidental nor politically neutral, but is rather
congruent with and a manifestation of the dominant non-literary discourse on neocolonialism.
The goal of this project is, in the spirit of Said, not to participate in the “politics of blame” (18),
but simply to expose how American cultural works manifest and participate in a neocolonial
project driven by American economic and military intervention. Just as such works as Austen’s
Mansfield Park participated in colonial discourse through an obfuscation of the relationship
between the privileged lifestyle of its characters and the barely visible colonial system, American
literature disguises the neocolonial system by exploring its effects in America abstracted from
their causes or their effects elsewhere.

CHAPTER ONE: SPATIAL ORGANIZATION AND NAVIGATION

One of the most widely discussed manifestations of the process of globalization into the
everyday experiences of individuals in the first world is the effect it has had on space. These
modifications include the compression of distances between places through both technology and
the presence of elements of foreign cultures (such as clothing and food) as commodities within
the first world, the spatial organization of localities (seen particularly in urban planning and
architecture), and the experience of occupying these altered spaces.1 Much of the theory on the
spatial changes under globalization concerns itself with the experiences of people in the first
world. It also poses those experiences as problems emerging not principally because of how
these experiences are embedded within and help to obscure the operation of global capital, as
Fredric Jameson argues, but because these changes disorient individuals occupying the altered
spaces. This creates feelings of unhomeliness, not only in the psychological form that Freud

John Rennie Short summarizes these changes, writing, “Globalization constructs space through space-time
convergence, cultural homogenization, economic reglobalization and political (dis)integration” (18). Space-time
convergence refers to the reduction of the perceived distance between different geographical localities due to the
reduced time needed to cross those distances, either physically or virtually. Of course, this is not a universal
experience, as Zygmunt Bauman emphasizes in Globalization: The Human Consequences, wherein he focuses on
the polarizing effect of globalization. He makes it clear that most of the world has no access to the “24-hour markets
and global travel” Short mentions (18), but instead have had their local spaces disrupted by the demands of
multinational corporations through such processes as dam-construction, depletion or destruction of natural
resources, the privatization of public spaces, and migration invited by the replacement of local industries with
factories or hotels that become the only possible source of income.
1
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theorizes as the return of the repressed, but also in the form Homi Bhabha theorizes as the world
intruding upon the home.2
Contemporary American literature echoes Jameson’s theories on first-world experiences
of postmodern space and Bhabha’s theories on the unhomely without attending to how those
experiences emerge from a process of globalization from which America benefits. In this
chapter, I examine how three texts portray globalization’s effects on space: Paul Auster’s The
New York Trilogy (1987), the text critics most frequently discuss in relationship to postmodern
urban space, which represents the city as a labyrinth; Don DeLillo’s Cosmopolis (2003), which
provides an updated picture of the urban environment that focuses on the confusion of
boundaries; and Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000), which portrays postmodern
architectural and domestic rather than urban space and centers on the unhomeliness of such
spaces. All three novels reflect the theorized connection between postmodern spatial
organization and perception and the cultural conditions of the era of neoliberal globalization.
Moreover, the spatial problems the characters experience are tied to their privileged position as
citizens of the first world, but all three novels divorce first-world manifestations of spatial
problems from the larger context of first-world privilege. In doing so, they participate in

Unhomeliness refers to the disruption of the secure and familiar—the feeling of being at home—through the
intrusion of something alien, theorized by Freud to be some repressed emotion or memory that unexpectedly rises to
the surface. Homi Bhabha’s use of the term has shifted the return of the repressed from an individual psychological
phenomenon to a wider cultural one. He writes that “[t]he unhomely is the shock of recognition of the world-in-thehome, the home-in-the-world” (141), and argues that what is returning is the repressed awareness of history and the
world outside the privileged space of the home. Given that Jameson’s arguments about the unhomeliness of
postmodern space are rooted in a sense of the inescapable influence of global economic forces, Bhabha’s definition
acts as a bridge between the Freudian definition and the manifestation of the quality of unhomeliness in specific
patterns of organization in postmodern urban and architectural spaces.
2
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neocolonial discourse by casting privilege as a problem that overwrites the conditions such
privilege depends upon and perpetuates in the neocolonized world.3
Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy and Postmodern Urban Space
Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy is a collection of three novellas, City of Glass,
Ghosts, and The Locked Room. Because all three tales describe the struggles of private detectives
(professional or amateur) to solve cases while navigating postmodern urban space, the trilogy
may nonetheless be discussed as one novel. It is also a clear example of how urban fiction tends
to cast the postmodern spatial paradigm as a problem, and the critical attention it has received
suggests that it is representative of how contemporary American literature employs tropes of
postmodern space. For example, Petra Eckhard sees the trilogy as representative of the operation
of time and space in postmodern novels set in New York, arguing that in the novel, New York
represents “the architectural translation of the domestic destroyed; . . . a non-place where the

Eric Sheppard, Phillip W. Porter, and David R. Faust explore the “spatial polarization” that has resulted from the
different processes of urbanization between the first world and the neocolonized world (using Jakarta, Indonesia as
their major example, but also including some Latin American examples like Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paolo, and Bogota).
The accelerated, outwardly-focused, and ultimately unsustainable development of urban areas in the neocolonized
world has created levels of “congestion, overcrowding, and pollution” far beyond what those living in first-world
cities experience. Moreover, while neocolonized cities have more access to clean water and sanitation than rural
areas in the same region, there are significant gaps between the first world, where, in 1996, 98.2 percent of the urban
population had access to clean water, and the poorest part of the neocolonized world, where in the same year only
64.7 percent of the urban population had access to clean water (482). The differences between first-world and
neocolonized urban space do not lie, moreover, simply in differences in wealth and social well-being but also in the
actual spatial organization of the cities. In contrast to Jameson’s claims of spatial homogeneity, neocolonized cities
exhibit the exact kind of internally-provoked structural disorganization that city planners are supposed to have
eradicated. Because the migration to the cities has been and continues to be so rapid, cities are continually
expanding and changing their layout due to the construction of slums and other informal/impermanent housing
developments. Despite some trends that have reduced the visible differences between the urban areas of rich and
poor countries—movements toward modernization and “urban glitter” in the neocolonial cities to make their cities
more attractive to tourists and foreign investors, as well as a growing trend of informal labor, housing, and trade
within the first world—they claim that “third world cities retain distinctive characteristics reflecting their relative
position within the world economy,” mainly due to the inability to as completely segregate the wealthy and the poor
within the city (498-99).
3
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notion of home, along with all its connotations of security, family, and identity, has become
irrelevant” (105). Additionally, Betty Nigianni sees the trilogy as illustrative of the broader
relationship between corporeality and urban space in contemporary American literature, while
Kim Koonyong argues that the trilogy depicts the wider “spatial system of globalization” (323).
Finally, Luc Sante’s introduction to the 1990 edition of the novel suggests that the postmodern
city depicted in the trilogy is fundamentally strange, fragmented, incoherent, and unnavigable in
a way that represents the “truth” of life in New York (1).
The novel’s introduction and the criticism focus on its interrogation of space specifically
as opposed to broader conditions of postmodernism, demonstrating the extent to which space has
become a preoccupation in American literature and literary studies.4 However, in spite of the
critical insistence on reading the trilogy as representative of postmodern urban space, the
novellas more clearly describe a general condition of postmodern life as being itself hard to
navigate, using a spatial metaphor to problematize contemporary American culture. Because its
use of this spatial metaphor does not interrogate differences in experiences across global or even
national socio-economic strata—and in fact ignores how the characters’ experiences are an
outgrowth of their material privilege—it contributes to the mythologizing of globalization’s
effects as both universal and natural, obscuring the neocolonial practices to which postmodern
urban space is wedded.

The prevalence of postmodern and uncanny spaces in contemporary American literature has been the subject of
much critical investigation. For instance, Paul Smethurst’s The Postmodern Chronotope: Reading Space and Time in
Contemporary American Fiction explores contemporary literature’s focus on a loss of identity of specific localities
as they are altered by globalization and changing forms and conditions of production; how the representation of
space and time within texts is self-consciously suspect; and how history is spatialized through the representation of
multiple periods in a shared textual space (15-20).
4
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City of Glass follows mystery writer Daniel Quinn, who assumes the role of a private
detective in order to monitor the movements of a man named Peter Stillman, Sr. He does so at
the behest of Peter Stillman, Jr., and his speech therapist and wife, Virginia, who mistake Quinn
for an established detective named Paul Auster. Peter believes that his father might seek him out
to do him harm upon his impending release from the institution where he had been committed
after it was discovered that he had kept Peter locked away from all human contact and language
for nine years. Quinn becomes obsessed with his efforts to track Stillman’s movements through
the city. Eventually he loses sight of Stillman, after which he spends weeks living in an alley
outside of Peter and Virginia’s apartment, abandoning any semblance of a normal life to stand
guard at all times. In the end, Stillman commits suicide by jumping off the Brooklyn Bridge
(145), Peter and Virginia vanish without a trace, and Quinn is unable to return to his life,
ultimately disappearing from both the city and the narrative itself. The second novella, Ghosts,
tells the story of Blue, a private detective hired by a man named White to watch and report on the
movements of a man named Black. Blue finds himself struggling with the boredom, isolation,
and indefinite timeframe of the job. He eventually learns that White is actually Black, who hired
Blue to help motivate him to finish a piece of writing, after which he intends to kill Blue and
himself. In the final confrontation, Blue kills Black and goes on the run. The Locked Room,
finally, depicts another amateur detective searching for his childhood friend Fanshawe. After
Fanshawe disappears, his wife Sophie comes to the narrator asking for help fulfilling a request
Fanshawe has made to have his friend look at his writing, determine its quality, and seek
publication if it is worthy. The narrator marries Fanshawe’s supposed widow and gets one of his
friend’s novels published. Afterwards, having received a letter of thanks from Fanshawe, he
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finds himself growing obsessed with learning Fanshawe’s whereabouts and putting an end to the
constant threat of disruption he poses. Ostensibly doing research for a biography of Fanshawe he
has been commissioned to write, he attempts to track him down. In the end, Fanshawe reveals
that he is in hiding in Boston with no intentions of returning to New York.
The New York Trilogy makes use of a labyrinth metaphor that Stefan L. Brandt observes
is common in contemporary American literature, wherein the labyrinth functions as “a symbol of
the protagonists’ sense of disorientation and confusion” (558-59). Sante’s introduction, as well,
twice explicitly makes use of the notion of the labyrinth, calling the city a “labyrinth of chance,”
and observing of the narrative that “the detective ultimately finds that his mission has led him
through the labyrinth on a path that describes an irregular circle” (1). Brandt quotes a passage
from early in the novel summarizing its labyrinthine depiction of New York:
New York was an inexhaustible space, a labyrinth of endless steps, and no matter how far
he walked, no matter how well he came to know its neighborhoods and streets, it always
left him with a feeling of being lost. (4)
A perfect encapsulation of hundreds of pages of theory on postmodern space,5 this passage
presents as a character’s subjective reality what Jameson argues is the defining experience of
occupying postmodern space, which he also connects metaphorically to the labyrinth:

Most contemporary theories of space, including postmodern and globalized space, emerge from Henri Lefebvre’s
The Production of Space, which describes how space becomes personalized and is taken to have meaning—in short,
it supports the proposition that “(Social) space is a (social) product” (26). Lefebvre’s theory is an attempt to
understand social space not as an object to be read but as a product of social construction (7), specifically capitalist
construction, as he takes capitalism to be a system of class hegemony and argues that it is inconceivable that such
hegemony would have no influence on space (10-11). He introduces three concepts that constitute the production of
space: spatial practice, representations of space, and representational spaces, all of which are bound to power and the
relations of production—how capitalism influences the actual physical layout and movement within space, how it
influences the planning and mapping of space, and how it influences access to digital, artistic, or discursive spaces
(38-39). The first two call attention to issues of design and perception of space that are echoed by Jameson and Soja.
The third, representational spaces, has ties to issues of access to digital space.
5
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“Postmodern theory . . . has the wit . . . to hold to its Ariadne’s thread on its way through what
may not turn out to be a labyrinth at all, but a gulag or perhaps a shopping mall” (xi).6 Using
LA’s Bonaventure Hotel as his example, Jameson specifically cites as the causes of
disorientation within postmodern space the difficulty of finding entrances and exits (39), the
reflective exterior surface that “achieves a peculiar and placeless dissociation” of the building
from the city (42), the sheer size and the “busyness” of the interior spaces (43), and how the
building “aspires to be . . . a kind of miniature city” (40). Most of all, his concern is with the
inability to map oneself within postmodern space, which reflects a larger inability to map oneself
within the space of global capitalism (51-54).7
Like Jameson, the novel primarily focuses on the character’s struggles to navigate
postmodern space, casting that space as a problem facing those who occupy it. To some extent,
the challenges surrounding navigation invoke the physical layout of the city or its buildings. City
of Glass includes a long description of Quinn’s excessively convoluted walk through the city
after he has lost track of Stillman, with every street, every turn, every stop documented (127-28).

Russell Daylight writes that the “enduring thesis of Jameson’s Postmodernism is that any experience of urban or
architectural disorientation is profoundly related to the inability to map oneself within the world space of
transnational capitalism” (1), a statement whose invocation of universalism—“any experience”—exposes the extent
to which Jameson generalizes his descriptions of specifically first-world spatial organization and experience as
representative of a unified global/postmodern culture.
6

He also makes a point of defining the new social order as one determined in part by a marked difference in the
“interrelatedness between time and space” (154), which refers for Jameson to “the displacement of time, the
spatialization of the temporal” (156). Jameson is concerned with the transformation of time into an eternal present
(27), resulting in the loss of the sense of “deep memory” and history that was so important to earlier social
paradigms, now replaced with expressions of nostalgia that exist only in the present and thus can only be enacted in
space and not time (154-56). He illustrates this concept in terms of art—namely, the self-referential and intertextual
qualities of postmodern art, film, and literature, which by referring to itself or to other existing works can only look
(at best) sideways, rather than back or forward in time. City of Glass makes note of this tendency in postmodern art
through Quinn’s reliance, in the mysteries he writes, on details gleaned from other works of fiction. “What interested
him about the stories he wrote,” he thinks, “was not their relationship to the world but their relationship to other
stories” (8).
7
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This labyrinth overwhelms the individual with available paths and no clear way to move from
point A to point B.8 He also finds himself not lost, precisely, but trapped in the park, where the
lack of spatial markers obscures his progress through it: “There were no streets here, no city
blocks to mark the stages of his progress, and it seemed to him suddenly that he had been
walking for hours” (143). He also finds in Grand Central Station the kinds of architectural
features Jameson cites as confusing: “Quinn made a tour of the numbered gates, looking for
hidden staircases, unmarked exits, dark alcoves. He concluded that a man determined to
disappear could do so without much trouble” (61). In Ghosts, as well, Blue finds himself
disoriented by specific features of the physical space. He describes Manhattan as a place where
“the buildings [are] so tall in the morning sun they seem to be figments” (177), which recalls
Jameson’s observation about the surface of the Bonaventure, and notes the “bright lights, the
noise, the crowds of people surging this way and that” in Times Square (212), which recollects
Jameson’s observation about the busyness of the Bonaventure’s interior spaces.
In general, though, the emphasis is not on descriptions of the spaces themselves but on
the character’s experiences of disorientation. In the course of Quinn’s investigation, after he has
“set down with meticulous care an exact itinerary of Stillman’s divagations, noting each street he
followed, each turn he made, and each pause that occurred” (75), he finds himself “ransacking
the chaos of Stillman’s movements for some glimmer of cogency” (83), charting his daily walks
onto a map of the city and obsessing over the possibility that the diagram of each day’s walk

This point may be debated, however, given that the path he takes is so clearly described as to constitute an act of
mapping in itself. The description also calls attention to the essential navigability of New York, which has clearly
labelled streets and a basic grid-like layout that makes it difficult to get truly lost. The city also has so much to offer
that Quinn can find anything he wants along the way (food, places to rest, etc.) without having to look for it, which
makes navigation more irrelevant than actually difficult and recalls Soja’s emphasis in his description of LA on the
amount and variety of experiences available, perhaps more strongly than it invokes any feelings of disorientation.
8
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resembles one letter in a message. He is, in short, struggling with his inability to create a
coherent map. Blue similarly follows Black around town, doing nothing but wandering and
taking in fragments of details of the surroundings, “odd bits of scenery, clusters of random data,”
while never engaging in any way with any of it, or with any of the people who share the space
with him (202). He is also prone to aimlessness, even separated from Black. At one point, he
“keeps wandering in his circle, pausing every now and then in some random spot and then
moving on” (197). The Locked Room (subsequently TLR) also presents urban space as
unnavigable through the narrator’s recounting of his time as a census taker, “blundering stupidly
from house to house” (292-93).9 He also has disorienting experiences outside of New York that
disrupt the connection between such aimlessness and the city itself. For instance, he feels a sense
of dislocation while in Paris looking for Fanshawe: “From one moment to the next, I seemed to
be in a different place, to forget where I was” (341). This passage contradicts an implied contrast
between New York and “old world” Paris (338),10 reemphasizing the experience of
disorientation over the spatial (and economic) practices to which it is tied in Jameson’s theory.

The novel compounds this by emphasizing the characters’ lack of control over their movements. Sante’s
introduction compares the characters’ movement through the city to the automatic movement offered by the peoplemoving devices that Jameson highlights as one of the disorienting features of postmodern space: “Auster’s
characters peregrinate along this corridor as if it were a moving sidewalk” (1). This is true not only for Quinn but
also Blue; both of them, in their investigations, find themselves following someone else through the city and having
their movements determined for them. Both find it disorienting, as the paths their subjects take are aimless.
“Stillman never seemed to be going anywhere in particular, nor did he seem to know where he was” (71), Quinn
observes, and Ghosts says of Blue’s experiences following his subject Black, “These divagations last several hours,
and at no point does Blue have the sense that Black is walking to any purpose” (180). Being moved along these
paths is a challenge for both of them. Quinn finds the pace Stillman sets to be too slow: “He was used to walking
briskly, and all this starting and stopping and shuffling began to be a strain, as though the rhythm of his body was
being disrupted” (71). Blue, too, when he gets some time away from observing Black, revels in the pleasures of
independent movement, “walking up and down the block” and taking in the scenery (188).
9

The narrator compares the “old world city” to the “slow skies and chaotic streets” and “bland clouds and
aggressive buildings” of New York (338), drawing a contrast that is about both age and the comparative power of the
urban architecture and the sky in either place, implying that New York, the more modern city, has created an urban
space that overpowers the sky (and, with it, nature more broadly). This is consistent with both theories of urban
space and with the general sense the trilogy offers of people being dominated by the city.
10
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The characters’ investigations are all failed attempts to create a map based on the details
of their subjects’ movements through space. Quinn tries to make sense of Stillman’s intentions
by charting his path. Blue tries to create a coherent narrative for his reports by mapping Black’s
comings and goings (174), and “keeps looking for some pattern to emerge, for some clue to drop
in his path that will lead him to Black’s secret” (181). The narrator of TLR uses Fanshawe’s
letters to his sister Ellen to map Fanshawe’s travels in hopes of finding him. All three fail. TLR’s
narrator gives up on finding Fanshawe, and only does, in the end, because Fanshawe sends him a
letter with his address (356). Blue only learns what Black is up to when Black tells him directly
(216). Moreover, “[i]f the object was to understand Stillman . . . Quinn ha[s] failed” (79), and he
“could walk through the streets every day for the rest of his life, and still he would not find him”
(109). Quinn in particular reiterates his inability to draw a coherent map of the case; he “could
not be sure of any of it” (35), and “uncertainty would haunt him to the end” (68).
The works also insist upon the importance of the issue of space and navigation by
continually invoking them as metaphors for life in general. As the above discussion of mapping
illustrates, the spatial metaphors most often describe the process of investigation the characters
are undertaking. Blue speaks of “get[ting] nowhere,” of going “back to the beginning and
work[ing] his way through the case, step by step” (175). He describes White as being eager to
“cover his tracks” (185). He “paces back and forth, trying to plot his next move” (216). TLR’s
narrator, as well, speaks of being “led down a million paths of false inquiry” and needing “to
find the one path that would take [him] where [he] wanted to go” (332). Even Stillman’s
investigations into the natural language of man11 invoke this spatial metaphor, as he speaks of the

This was his motivation for locking Peter in his room. He believes that the world’s lack of coherence is a product
of the separation between our words and their referents and, furthermore, that by reclaiming man’s natural language,
11
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need “[t]o work within a terrain small enough to make all results conclusive” (92), and claims
that “we will continue to be lost” unless he is successful (93).
Despite such specific focus on the lives of detectives, the novel presents these
experiences as generalizable conditions of modern life. Two of the three characters are amateur
detectives roped unexpectedly into investigations in a manner that suggests the ease with which
people may become entangled in such webs of intrigue; TLR’s narrator in particular is in fact
pursuing a mystery only relevant to his own life. Moreover, the spatial metaphors are explicitly
extended to describe life more broadly. People are described in spatial metaphors. Fanshawe has
“a secret core in him that could never be penetrated, a mysterious center of hiddenness” (248),
and Blue, as well, has an interior room that “has remained an unknown quantity, unexplored and
therefore dark” (171). The account of TLR’s narrator’s banter with Sophie Fanshawe invokes the
metaphor in relationship to language: they engage in “a way of speaking that continually moved
around the thing that was being said” (267). Life itself has to be navigated “one step at a time”
(162). “In general,” the narrator of TLR observes, “lives seem to veer abruptly from one thing to
another. . . . A person heads in one direction, turns sharply in mid-course, stalls, drifts, starts up
again. Nothing is ever known, and inevitably we come to a place quite different from the one we
set out for” (297). A life, then, cannot be mapped, but is, instead, “a chronicle of chance
intersections, of flukes, of random events that divulge nothing but their own lack of purpose”
(256).

which did not have the same disconnects, but which was lost to us after the destruction of the Tower of Babel, we
may gain access to Paradise (50-59). Locking Peter up was meant to help him discover that lost language by denying
him access to any other.
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Although all of this use of space and navigation as a metaphor distracts from a narrower
focus on postmodern space as a set of physical features or practices indicated by the theorists’
descriptions of the contemporary city, it is also indicative of the kind of “spatial turn” in the
postmodern consciousness that Jameson claims has taken place (154), a literary and critical
preoccupation with space that occurs even when physical spaces move to the background.12
Whether the preoccupation with space is a pre-existing condition of postmodern life or a
consequence of the preoccupation with space within the theories about postmodernism, it
manifests itself in the increased importance of space and spatial metaphors in the novel.
Moreover, the trilogy extends its spatial metaphor through its narrative structure, which is itself
labyrinthine, with details left out, recursions and reiterations throughout the three novellas that
dissolve the boundaries between stories in an unhomely manner, and metafictional elements
calling attention to the fictionality of at least the first two tales.13 Joseph Francese argues that
postmodern literary techniques perpetuate the postmodern spatiotemporal paradigm: the

Even postmodern concerns with identity and the death of the subject, for example, are, Julian Murphet writes, “a
spatial affair,” citing Henri’s Lefebvre description of the body being “emptied out” by the “massive influx of
information” and the increased attention to the surfaces of bodies and of everything else (117). This “emptying out:
is explored to some degree within City of Glass, through Quinn’s adoption of multiple identities, a “triad of selves”
(6) that help him avoid his own pain, namely his grief over the death of his son. He publishes his mystery novels
under a pseudonym who grows into a persona with “an independent life” (5), adopts the identity of his detective
character to give himself confidence (10), and, of course, pretends to be Paul Auster, which has the effect of
allowing him to be “somehow taken out of himself,” making him “lighter and freer” (61).
12

For instance, the actual place where Blue and Black live “is unimportant.” However, the narrator offers a
potentially false address: “let’s say Brooklyn Heights, for the sake of argument” (163). Blue reiterates the logic of
Stillman’s philosophy of language by appreciating words that correspond directly to the objects they name; he
“speaks them” and “feels a deep satisfaction, as though he has just proved the existence of the world” (176). Sophie
hires a detective named Quinn, who disappears (239). TLR’s narrator uses the color names from Ghosts as fictional
people on census forms (294), and also runs into a man named Peter Stillman (349). Fanshawe camps out to watch
the narrator and Sophie’s apartment much like Quinn (365), and writes in a red notebook (367), just like the one
Quinn uses. Quinn meets Paul Auster; the first-person narrator of City of Glass is an acquaintance of Auster, who
tells him Quinn’s story and gives him the red notebook (157-58), rather than Auster himself. Finally, TLR’s narrator
takes credit for all three stories, explaining that “[t]hese three stories are finally the same story, but each one
represents a different stage in my awareness of what it is about” (346).
13
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“‘citation’ of canonical works by ludic metafictionists” absorbs the past into the present and the
“collapse of time in metafiction” “consoles and habituates the reader to the present and
contributes to the atrophy of the will and ability of the reader to interrogate world and self” (15758). The formal/textual dimension of the novels’ presentations of space highlight the way those
presentations suggest that postmodern space is “the way things are,” naturalized in much the
same manner as globalization more broadly, and that the way things are is a problem; by
extending that experience of space to the first-world reader, the techniques of postmodern fiction
demand an acknowledgment of and sympathy with the disorienting and uncanny experience of
occupying postmodern space.
Some readings of the novel, including Brandt’s and Eckhard’s, suggest with justification
that the attempt to impose coherence on an incoherent world is the true cause of the characters’
difficulties, not the incoherence itself—in other words, that the novel does not precisely treat the
unnavigability of postmodern space as a problem. For Quinn, for instance, it is only because he
is trying to fulfill the imposed role of detective that he is unwilling to accept the “arbitrariness”
of Stillman’s patterns, an arbitrariness that matches that of his own walks before the start of the
investigation and instead “want[s] there to be a sense to them, no matter how obscure” (83).
Without the obligation to impose order, Quinn would not find himself struggling so mightily
with the weight of his task. Eckhard sees Quinn’s journey as a movement toward the rejection of
that obligation and adaptation to the new disorder of postmodernism. When the characters
abandon the concept of “rational knowledge” and adjust to “temporal and spatial fragmentation,”
they begin to recover from their various traumas (184). Brandt argues, as well, that the loss of
coherence within the city is not a problem but simply a new form of experience, emphasizing
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that Quinn’s movement throughout the labyrinth brings him a certain “joy” (545), which the
novel describes as “a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within.” Being “nowhere” is, in
fact, “all he ever asked of things” (4).
These readings suggests that the novel’s depiction of urban space may align less with
Jameson’s theory than Edward J. Soja’s. Soja describes globalization’s fragmentary effects on
urban space as an “extremely diverting and exceptionally enjoyable” experience for most of the
people who occupy that space. Quinn does in fact take pleasure in not having a clear cognitive
map. He willingly cedes his agency to the city’s metaphorical moving walkway, “giving himself
up to the movement of the streets” (4), and he finds that “[b]y wandering aimlessly, all places
became equal, and it no longer mattered where he was” (4). He has dreams of disappearing and
thus being nowhere in a more literal sense; he is “comforted” when the library’s “silence” makes
him feel “as though he had been allowed to enter some crypt of oblivion” and hopes to find “a
place where one could finally disappear” in “the circle of [music’s] repetitions” (50, 130). That
he achieves this sought-after goal, first by “melt[ing] into the walls of the city” (139), and then
vanishing from the Stillmans’ apartment, suggests the possibility of transcendence, rather than
suffering, at the hands of postmodern incoherence. He certainly is not bothered by how the case
transforms him, observing, “He had been one thing before, and now he was another. It was
neither better nor worse. It was different, and that was all” (143). Stillman, though he frames the
fragmentation of the city (and the world in general since the Fall) as a problem in need of radical
revision by way of “striving to recreate the language that was spoken in Eden,” describes
“utopia” as “nowhere,” meaning that it is not a concrete place to which we might return some
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day but one that is “immanent within man himself” (56). Thus, Stillman unites the concepts of
nowhere and utopia in a manner that underlines Quinn’s acceptance of his own placelessness.
However, that Stillman makes this connection despite his condemnations of the very
conditions of fragmentation that pertain in Quinn’s version of nowhere, that he sees
nowhere/utopia as something humanity has not yet reached, raises the possibility that Quinn’s
utopia is a false one. Stillman is not to be trusted, as his insanity rests upon a fanatical dedication
to the restoration of coherence that the trilogy as a whole suggests is futile. Nonetheless, the
novel implies that the costs of Quinn’s version of nowhere are indeed greater than their benefits.
Beside the fact that Quinn is slowly killing himself through starvation and sleep deprivation, not
to mention the health risks associated with pavement dwelling (136-37), what Quinn wants is not
to be nowhere but “to have this [Auster’s] wife and this child, to sit around all day spouting
drivel about old books, to be surrounded by yoyos and ham omelettes and fountain pens” (121).
In other words, he wants connection to other people and to the space he occupies, just as Blue
“realizes he would much rather be with [his girlfriend] than sitting in this little room for God
knows how long” (165). This connection is something the city does not allow him either before
or after his involvement with the investigation. In short, then, although it is his involvement in
the case and his attempt to make sense of what cannot be made to cohere that transforms Quinn’s
experience of the city from pleasure to misery, the novel suggests that that pleasure was false
and/or unsustainable, a void he embraced because of his grief over the loss of his son (5), and
that true happiness demands a connection with and an ability to impose meaning on space that
are both impossible, thus leaving happiness forever out of reach. Moreover, even if Eckhard is
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correct that the novel locates Quinn’s difficulties in a failure to adapt to incoherence, that is still
a problematization of first-world experiences of postmodern space.
Such problematization becomes a form of first-world-problems discourse because the
novel does not contextualize postmodern space within the neocolonial economic system from
which Jameson and Soja both insist it emerges. It does not acknowledge that the conditions of
postmodern space it describes are specific to first-world experiences, in part because of the
differences in spatial organization that Porter and Faust document between cities in the first
world and the neocolonial world. Not only are Jameson’s observations specific to LA, as with
Soja, and focused on American and European works of art, but he acknowledges that “there is no
‘late capitalism in general,’” and that postmodern culture, which he identifies as “American,” has
its roots in “a whole new wave of American military and economic domination throughout the
world,” ensuring that “the underside of culture is blood, torture, death, and terror” outside the
first world (xx, 5). The novel does not engage with this “underside” of the culture it depicts.
This lack of engagement moves beyond absence to active mystification because the
novel not only does not engage with the reality of its characters’ material privilege but also casts
their comfort and free time as the source of their discontentment. The city functions as a problem
both in spite and because of the obvious, unconsidered luxuries it provides to its occupants (or at
least to the white middle- and upper-class characters we meet). In City of Glass, Quinn is a
successful mystery writer, able to live off of his writing while only working “five or six months”
in a year. The rest of the time, “[h]e read[s] many books, he look[s] at paintings, he [goes] to the
movies. In the summer he watche[s] baseball on television; in the winter he [goes] to the opera”
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(3). He lives a life of security and leisure,14 and it is his privilege in being able to pursue
whatever catches his interest that gets him involved in the case and leads to his degradation and
disappearance. The opportunity for leisure activities is a luxury born of material privilege, the
ability to eschew paid labor for more personally rewarding or enjoyable pursuits. Although this
lifestyle and level of privilege are not typical of Americans, the novel does not represent Quinn’s
life as extraordinary.
In Ghosts, as well, Blue’s aimless investigation is subsidized by Black (posing as White),
who is both rich and bored. The entire narrative would be impossible without Black’s access to
wealth, nor without the more subtle trappings of American city life—his ability to send checks
using the post office and thus remain anonymous, his ability to secure housing for himself and
Blue in view of each other (Blue finds the place “fully equipped” with brand new furniture,
kitchen utensils, and even new clothes [163]), and Blue’s access to tools like binoculars. The life
Black provides for Blue, despite its intellectual privations, is a life of privilege: steady, wellcompensated employment, plenty of time to pursue leisurely activities like reading and writing
and shopping and dining, and no threat to his safety until he and Black are finally moved to
confront one another. They are driven mad by the very stability this privilege provides them.
Finally, in TLR, Fanshawe and the narrator both grew up in the suburbs,15 are well-educated, and

So does Stillman; he is a descendent of a prominent family that “made a great deal of money in textiles, shipping,
and God knows what else,” a graduate of Harvard, a full professor by his mid-thirties (30-31). It is Stillman’s
privilege—he is able to leave his job and “devote himself full-time to his son” without concern for money—that sets
the case in motion by first setting Stillman’s abuse of his son in motion; “there was nothing anyone could do about
it” (31).
14

Fanshawe is “contemptuous of the life he was forced to live” in the suburbs (255), and “would talk to [the
narrator] about the importance of ‘tasting life.’ Making things hard for yourself, he said” (253). This is indicative of
Catherine Jurca’s concept of sentimental dispossession, the feeling among white suburbanites that their privilege has
voided their lives of meaning, which is also at work in City of Glass. For Eckhard, the arc that Quinn follows is a
movement toward homelessness, which may be understood as a literal manifestation of the pre-existing quality of
15
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have the freedom not to work. They are not well-to-do in comparison with Stillman or even
Quinn—the narrator makes it clear that he “knew what it was to struggle each month to come up
with the rent,” and the apartment Fanshawe shared with Sophie “proved that Fanshawe had not
spent his time making money” (237). However, Fanshawe is able to get by living on Sophie’s
salary, which is sufficient that “there was always food on the table and neither of them had any
complaints” (241). He makes writing into his life’s work but refuses to seek publication,
preferring anonymity over the greater material privilege success would bring (242). The narrator,
who moves in with Sophie and makes money off the publication of Fanshawe’s work, is
contemptuous of his own writing career despite his success and good reputation, seeing more
value in the imagined work he cannot produce than the real work he does produce (245). The
ability to get by without working only gives these characters more time to obsess about
everything else they want. Privilege breeds desire breeds discontentment. That, essentially, is the
real problem of urban space—not challenges it creates or needs it fails to meet, but how it
provides a lifestyle of both sufficient ease and sufficient novelty that those who occupy the space
have to invent new, deeper needs that cannot be met.

unhomeliness and “alienation that the (post)modern urban condition invokes” (105). Eckhard’s analysis of the use of
homelessness as a trope also highlights how the novel treats the psychic problem of the uncanny as equivalent to the
material problem of actual homelessness, despite the obvious privilege that Quinn gives up in order to become
homeless. Arguing that the novel “points to socio-political hierarchies that are apparent in the postmodern
metropolis” (83), Eckhard describes how Quinn first finds himself among the homeless and then becomes one of
them, invisible and part of the architecture of the city itself (86). Although she implicitly acknowledges the
difference between real homeless people who are the victims of “massive exclusion” and Quinn, who “opts for a
more ‘truthful’ life on the streets” (86), leaving behind his “middle-class bourgeois status” (89), she does not
interrogate how the representation of Quinn’s homelessness as a metaphor for his unhomeliness actually disguises,
rather than exposing, the hierarchies apparent in the city. The representation of literal homelessness as a more
“truthful” life also presents privilege as a greater problem than marginalization, in addition to the appropriation of
homelessness as a metaphor for the psychological state of privileged characters.
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Finally, The New York Trilogy briefly introduces another aspect of postmodern space: the
theorized dissolution of boundaries between inside and outside insinuated by Bhabha’s definition
of unhomeliness. As part of the investigation, Blue seeks this intrusion, which he associates with
a door opening between rooms; when he finally goes to visit Black, posing as a salesman, he
delights in knowing that “[t]he door will open, and after that Black will be inside him forever”
(218). This boundariless-ness becomes a problem for both of them, however, as the intimacy it
fosters drives Black to an act of attempted murder-suicide, forcing Blue to murder him and
disappear into an unknown future. Quinn, as well, observes that “[h]is excursions through the
city had taught him to understand the connectedness of inner and outer. Using aimless motion as
a technique of reversal, on his best days he could bring the outside in and thus usurp the
sovereignty of inwardness” (74). This reiterates his embrace of postmodern spatial logic as a
path to oblivion, which he achieves at the cost of community. DeLillo’s Cosmopolis explores
these themes of exteriority and community within the postmodern space of New York much
more directly, while also giving more attention to New York as a globalized urban space.
Don DeLillo’s Cosmopolis: The Loss of Exteriority
In several ways, Cosmopolis is similar to The New York Trilogy and other treatments of
urban space that parallel Jameson’s analysis. The space that the protagonist Eric Packer occupies
is similarly unnavigable and disorienting. Cosmopolis is the story of an obscenely wealthy
finance broker who has made all his money gambling in the global currency market. Thrown into
a state of confusion and malaise by his inability to turn a profit on the yen, he spends a day16

That the narrative follows his course over a single day, and is focused on the details of the city through which he
travels, recalls James Joyce’s Ulysses. This is not an incidental observation, as Jameson specifically cites the
16
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destroying his fortune and dismantling his life while stuck in a traffic jam in his high-tech
limousine. Packer starts out with a simple task, to travel across town to get a haircut. This
journey is continually disrupted by the obstinacy of the traffic; the city has been rendered
unnavigable by a visit from the president, on whose behalf “[b]arriers will be set up,” and
“[e]ntire streets deleted from the map” (10). However, although the city displays some
labyrinthine qualities through this imposed difficulty in traversing the urban landscape, the
greater evidence of postmodern spatial logic in the novel is the loss of exteriority produced by
the city’s absorption of the world into itself, its intrusion into supposedly self-contained spaces
within it, and its ability to provide access to an overwhelming number of options at once. Such
critics as John Frow and Jessica Maucione highlight the both self-contained and violable nature
of the space Packer occupies. The novel implicates these spatial practices in Packer’s sociopathy
and self-destructiveness in a manner that clouds the role his privilege plays in shaping his
environment and mystifies the global financial system in which he is a major player.
DeLillo’s New York is not the maze that Quinn experiences in City of Glass. Certain
parts of the landscape do recur in ways that parallel Auster’s descriptions of the city, including
“lines of white limousines.” “The cars were identical at a glance” (9), and one of Packer’s
employees complains that they all look the same (38). Additionally, the narration describes the
bank buildings as “covert structures for all their size, hard to see, so common and monotonic”

“single-day urban synchronicity of Ulysses,” supposedly an example of “the ‘spatial form’ of the great modernisms,”
as an example of the difference between modernism and postmodernism. He argues that the novel, rather than
illustrating the “discontinuous spatial experience and the confusions of the postmodern,” “reads more like a record
of intermittent associative memories that find their temporal fulfillment in the dream theater of the climactic
Nighttown section” (154), demonstrating the continued importance of the temporal that has been lost in the
postmodern era. This observation invites consideration of Cosmopolis as a postmodern retelling that illustrates the
spatial experiences that Ulysses does not. A more in-depth comparison of the two novel’s representations of space is
outside the scope of this project, however.
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(36). This kind of homogeneity is one marker of the space as postmodern. However, beyond the
fact that Packer’s limo takes a simple and direct route from First to Eleventh Avenue, DeLillo’s
descriptions of the geography of the city make it clear that it is organized into distinct and
recognizable districts (finance, diamond, theater, etc.) with different businesses and different
types of people. There are clear landmarks that should make the city easy to navigate. This
version of New York is much less defined by its spatial organization than by how that space is
used and occupied, and it only becomes a labyrinth because such spatial practices make the city
nearly impossible to traverse.
The traffic jam in which Packer is stuck interrupts attempts at navigation. When Packer
indicates that he would like to drive crosstown to get a haircut, his bodyguard Torval warns him,
“You will hit traffic that speaks in quarter inches” (10). This seems not to be an exaggeration,
especially after the traffic is made even worse by a “credible threat” to the president, which
makes the trip crosstown into something that “does not happen unless we make a day of it,”
according to Torval (19). It does, indeed, take them all day to travel ten blocks, and at several
points, Packer’s security staff is able to simply walk alongside the car. This slowness has a
disorienting effect. Packer’s financial chief Jane Melner, who joins the ride for a meeting, admits
to being unable to keep track of when they are and are not moving; after a close look out the
window, she announces, “I thought we were moving. But we’re not anymore” (45).
The traffic, in fact, replaces any sense of the city as a space that can be traversed with the
sense of sitting still while the city changes around the car. The novel invokes the image of the
city as a living, protean entity at several points. For example, the narrator states, “People hurried
past, the others of the street, endless anonymous, twenty-one lives per second” (20). Later,

53
Packer has a moment to sit and observe “the great rapacious flow, where the physical will of the
city, the ego fevers, the assertion of industry, commerce, and crowds shape every anecdotal
moment” (41). One of Packer’s employees, Vija Kinski, makes a similar observation about the
movement of the world around them, also connecting the motivations to larger social forces:
“People in free societies . . . create our own frenzy, our own mass convulsions, driven by
thinking machines that we have no final authority over. The frenzy is barely noticeable most of
the time. It’s simply how we live” (85). The city is disorienting, then, because it is chaotic and
unstable. It is a place where things get lost or have no clear sense of place. Packer’s wife, Elise
Shriner, loses her car (16), while Packer himself becomes preoccupied with the question of
where all the limousines go at night when they are no longer travelling the streets (12-13), a
concern that highlights the protean nature of the city landscape, in which the cars seem
permanent but in reality are not. Any clear sense of place is absent; Packer even wonders aloud
whether it is possible to know for sure that he and his employees are in the limo and not in the
office (14). Benno Levin, Packer’s eventual assassin, observes in his first confessional chapter,
“World is supposed to mean something that’s self-contained. But nothing is self-contained.
Everything enters something else” (59). It is the confusion between spaces and the loss of
exteriority where the novel most clearly portrays New York as a postmodern space.
Jameson writes that this new space represented by the Bonaventure, a kind of
“postmodern hyperspace,” surpasses the ability of human beings to locate or orient themselves
within their environment (44), necessitating “the invention and projection of a global cognitive
mapping” (54) – in other words, a mapping from outside of the new postmodern space, which
has come to encompass the entire world. Jameson is concerned with the impossibility in this new
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space of any exteriority; he sees postmodernism as having dissolved distinctions between inside
and outside, leaving us incapable of occupying any position outside of the system from which we
may look upon the whole and understand or critique it (98, 48). This results from spatial
practices like hidden exits or convolutions that make exits difficult to reach, as well as the
incorporation of exterior spaces into interior spaces, including the incorporation of whole city
spaces—stores, restaurants, banks, and green spaces—inside other buildings. Daylight writes that
“In the ‘space’ of Penrith Plaza, notions of centre and periphery are obliterated” (9-10). Such
obliteration also extends to urban spaces—Brandt uses Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close as
an example of a confusion of inside and outside so great that individuals internalize street life,
arguing that the characters experience the noise of the city as an internal and not external
stimulus (555-56). This confusion of inside and outside also happens intellectually, for Jameson,
in the form of both the enormous scope of global capitalism and postmodernism’s rejection of
the notion of critical distance from capitalism, which was before a “time-honored”
“presupposition” of radical politics (48).
DeLillo’s New York is a place where, as in Jameson’s analysis, the existence of the
outside is in doubt. Kinski says of a group of anti-capitalist protestors that they “don’t exist
outside the market” because “[t]here is no outside,” claiming that their resistance is a product and
necessary element of the system itself (89). The problem, in other words, is not the intrusion of
the exteriority into the interior, but the absorption of the exterior by the interior. This is
demonstrated in the novel first and foremost by New York’s clear characterization as a global
city of the kind Soja describes in which “the progressive globalization of its urban political
economy” has allowed it to contain “in situ the customary colors and confrontations of a hundred
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different homelands” (223)—in other words, a space in which the entire world appears to be
present in the form of a highly diverse population and a highly diverse set of products. Sitting at
a table in a coffee shop with his “Swiss or something” wife, Packer hears “stray words in French
and Somali,” and observes “dark women in ivory robes walking in the river wind toward the UN
secretariat,” and “Irish nannies pushing strollers in the parks” (17). His bodyguard carries a
“Czech-made” “voice-activated firearm,” which the narration calls “another emblem of the
international tenor of the district” (18). These emblems continue, especially when it comes to
languages being spoken in the streets. The cab drivers are foreign: “they talked, in accented
voices, some of them, or first languages, others” (9). In an impoverished section of the diamond
district, Packer sees a begging woman who “spoke a language he didn’t recognize” and another
who “spoke in African murmurs” (65), and while eating lunch, he hears a “cross-roar of accents
and languages” (69). At one point, their route is blocked by a tour bus filled with “unstirring
Swedes and Chinese” (34). These foreign cultures have been commodified through food (at one
point Packer finds himself craving Ethiopian food [140]) and in music (Packer’s favorite musical
artist is Sufi rapper Brutha Fez [28]). New York is a place that contains the whole globe within
itself. Although the city has always had a large immigrant population, suggesting that the
presence of these markers of the world within New York are not indicative of a specific
condition of postmodern urban space, they nonetheless reflect Soja’s descriptions of the
globalized city and place the novel in conversation with the discourse that associates increased
labor migration under globalization with the blurring of spatial boundaries.17

Labor migration statistics are difficult to obtain, in part, the International Labour Organization suggests, because
changing patterns and practices require different and more intensive data collection strategies. Nonetheless, they
indicate that there has been an increase “over the past few decades” (iii). Saskia Sassen names motivations for
increased importation of unskilled, low-wage labor in first-world cities, including the dependence of the professional
17
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Packer’s apartment and his limousine incorporate the entire world within them, as well.
Frow describes the apartment as being “a world entirely beyond human scale” (47). The
apartment features a “lap pool,” a “card parlor,” a “gymnasium,” a “shark tank,” a “screening
room,” and a “borzoi pen” (6-7). He also wants to install the entire Rothko Chapel in his
apartment: “There’s sufficient space,” he says. “I can make more space” (27). In his limo, he has
a whole array of televisions, wireless internet access, a toilet (157), and up front for the driver,
“dashboard computer screens and a night-vision display on the lower windshield, a product of
the infrared camera situated in the grille” (11). He has constant access to an endless stream of
data, a stream which for Packer contains the whole world. It “defined every breath of the planet’s
living millions. Here was the heave of the biosphere. Our bodies and oceans were here” (24).
Maucione writes, furthermore, that “Eric’s limousine . . . reflects the impulse for brazen
autoreferentiality Jameson associates with postmodern architecture” (155), in that he thinks of it
as a “platonic replica . . . less an object than an idea” (10). In this sense, both the apartment and
the car, much more than the city, pose as self-contained units—worlds, according to Benno
Levin’s definition, that need not acknowledge anything outside themselves. In a sense, the
incorporation of things that should only be available outside the home (movie theaters, zoos,
chapels filled with artwork) or the car (televisions, toilets), rather than being an intrusion, allows
a greater isolation from and rejection of the things outside that self-contained space. Levin is
right, however, that the outside world still enters. Despite the expensive cork lining in the limo,
Packer cannot keep the noise of the street out (71). The sound of horns is a recurring motif
throughout the novel. The limo also, to make the point more directly, has a sunroof, out of which

laborers on “clerical, cleaning, and repair workers,” and on “household workers” and “service workers” that enable
the lifestyles of the upper and upper-middle class white collar Americans (186).
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he is continually poking his head when events happening around them seem as though they may
impact him directly.
People, too, violate the limo’s boundaries. Frow states that “the crowd,” which for him
serves as a “shorthand” for “urban estrangement,” “literally enters into Packer’s limo” (48). In
doing so, it disrupts the journey to get a haircut and turns a simple ten-block trip into an odyssey.
This is demonstrated first and foremost by the actual entrance of other people into the limo.
Throughout the day, he is joined by several employees (Shiner, his chief of technology; Michael
Chin, his currency analyst; Jane Melman, his aforementioned chief of finance; and Vija Kinski,
his chief of theory), as well as Dr. Ingram, who gives him a physical, complete with an ECG and
a prostate exam. With the exception of Jane, whom Packer picks up at a prearranged meeting
spot along the route (38), the novel does not document the entrance of these characters. Shiner is
there when Packer first gets in the car in the morning, Chin appears when Packer returns from
breakfast, and Ingram and Kinski just show up outside the car. They all disappear just as
mysteriously. These meetings justify Packer’s confusion over place—are they in the car or the
office? They also contribute to the sense that the car is standing still while the world shifts
around it, but it extends the feeling to the interior of the car, whose population can change
suddenly and without explanation. The movement of people between the car and the world
suggests the porousness between supposedly self-contained worlds that Levin observes, but it
also reiterates that the intrusion of the outside world brings with it that world’s chaotic
instability, including the alteration of the landscape. These intruders are people inside Packer’s
circle, but the porousness of the limo’s boundaries is reiterated when Packer, though supposedly
“impenetrable” and “buffered from attack” (11-12), is attacked twice, first by “pastry assassin”
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André Petrescu, who hits him with a pie (141), and then by Benno Levin, who shoots at him,
draws him into a confrontation, and ultimately kills him.
The outside world also imposes itself on the world of the limo by offering attractive
distractions that draw Packer out of the car. These detours serve as the biggest obstacle, other
than the traffic itself, in navigating the novel’s postmodern urban space, and they recall Soja’s
descriptions of urban space as being overloaded with different experiences for sale. At various
points in the novel, he leaves the car to join his wife for breakfast (16), and later for lunch (74).
He goes to a woman’s apartment to have sex (24-25), he joins another woman for sex in her
hotel room (111), he attends a rave (127), and he watches (and is blocked by) the funeral of
Brutha Fez (130). All of these opportunities are on his route—he simply has to leave the car. So
much is packed into the small amount of space explored in the novel that Packer cannot help but
be distracted from his original goal.
The novel’s form of postmodern urban space—restated briefly, a continual disordered
flow that is exacerbated by having incorporated too much into itself and which does not allow for
self-contained spaces within it—is a problem mostly due to Packer’s psychological
disintegration. Packer actually embraces the threats against him, defusing them as problems, and
he is despicable enough that his safety hardly concerns the reader. The real concern about
postmodern space in the novel is in how it contributes to Packer’s monstrousness and his desire
for destruction, which results not only in him murdering his bodyguard (146), which “cleared the
night for deeper confrontation” (147), but also in him causing financial destruction that ripples
out from his abandonment of his wealth due to the size and influence of his company: “He was
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so leveraged, his firm’s portfolio large and sprawling, linked crucially to the affairs of so many
key institutions, all reciprocally vulnerable, that the whole system was in danger” (116).
The conflation of inside and outside is part of how postmodern space operates, but it also
serves, in this case, as a metaphor for possession and the disruption of normal patterns of desire.
Frow argues that the internalization of the crowd is actually a way of combatting the problem of
estrangement (that is one of the products of postmodern urban space) through “the intimacy of
strangers” (48). He is correct that the novel defuses the problem of the threat of the intrusion of
the crowd, but that defusion creates its own problem. Constant access to everything creates a
void: if everything is inside, there is nothing on the outside to want. Desire is the driving force of
consumption, which is, itself, the driving force of global capitalism.18 “Consumers are first and
foremost gatherers of sensations” (83), according to Bauman, who “chase after new desires
rather than after their satisfaction” (79). He adds, “it is the nature of attractions that they tempt
and seduce only as long as they beckon from that far-away which we call the future, while
temptation cannot survive for long the surrender of the tempted” (78-79). Thus, the threat of
satisfaction is a serious one. The fact that there is nothing that Packer cannot have—a condition
that is really the product of his wealth but which the novel also suggests is a product of the
nature of the postmodern city—leaves him with nothing to want but the final, ultimate drive of
destruction, which Kinski states is, in fact, also the real drive of capitalism and “the idea we all
live under” (91). Destruction, she says, is a creative urge, and it is the only form of creation
Packer feels he has left.

18

I will explain this supposition in more detail while discussing consumerism in chapter four.
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Packer has internalized the world’s lack of exteriority and turned it into a solipsistic
personal philosophy: “Nothing existed around him,” he thinks. “There was only the noise in his
head, the mind in time” (6). This has resulted in a sociopathic lack of regard for other human
beings. Levin claims that his gift is “self-totality,” which results in “contempt” that causes him to
“Mistreat some, ignore some, persecute others” (190). All the same, Packer finds himself
increasingly unsatisfied with the life he is living, in ways that speak specifically to a desire for a
clearer sense of place. His trip across town is motivated by a desire for the concrete, localized
experience of the haircut. “A haircut,” he says, “has what. Associations. Calendar on the wall.
Mirrors everywhere. There’s no barber chair here. Nothing swivels but the spycam.” Thus, he
refuses to get his hair cut in the car or at the office (15), and he goes to one particular barbershop
because it is located in the neighborhood where his father grew up and because the barber knows
him (159). He likes the familiarly of the place and of the barber Anthony’s speech (161). The
man who owns an apartment building that contains the whole world within it is searching for a
way to feel at home.
Packer’s growing malaise results in self-destructive desires and behaviors. He envies the
protestors outside his car, wishing that he could be out smashing things with them (91). The
threat on his life makes him happy: “The rain was fine. The rain was dramatically right . . . But
the threat was even better,” he thinks (106), and later he tells Elise of the threat and says, “It
makes me feel free in a way I’ve never known” (121-22). Petrescu’s attack makes him feel
“great” (143). After his haircut, he stumbles onto what he assumes is a film shoot and joins a
large group of people lying still and silent in the street, pretending to be dead (173-74), a way of
living out a fantasy of the (self-)destruction that he so desires. The fact that no more serious
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threat than Petrescu’s pie stunt takes “material form” causes him despair: “That was the coldest
possible prospect, that no one was out there” (169). This feeling of being in a “suspended state”
builds until he is left to reflect that “[t]here was nowhere he wanted to go, nothing to think about,
no one waiting,” and to wonder, “How could he take a step in any direction if all directions were
the same?” This despair is ended by the first gunshot Levin fires at him (180). He is quick to run
toward the danger rather than away from it, finally confronting Levin face-to-face and having a
long conversation, during which Packer deliberately fires his last bullet through his own hand
(197), not only injuring himself, but throwing away his only option for self-defense. Benno
ultimately kills him, or so the novel leads us to believe, as Packer sees it happen on the camera
monitor in his watch before it actually happens; he is left waiting for the shot to come (207-209).
Packer rejects his life of extreme privilege in favor of self-destruction, murder, and the
financial ruin of his company, his wife (whom he intentionally bankrupts) (123), and possibly a
large part of the global economy as a whole (though of course the nature of his economic
influence and the real consequences of his actions are left invisible, leaving only a vague sense
of an outside world and an unexplained network of capital flows that does not consider the
exploitative nature of finance capitalism even when it works the way it is supposed to). The
extremity of his privilege—the ability his wealth grants him to absorb the whole of the world
into his own private space and thus negate the existence of anything outside of himself—drives
his ruination. However, the novel does not clearly support a reading of this problem as being
specific to Packer or to the capitalist class whom he represents. As one of the women Packer
sleeps with complains, “Life is too contemporary” (26). The novel explicitly frames Kinski’s
pronouncements regarding the exact nature of contemporary life as universal. Moreover, the rush
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of the city the novel describes is not only the perception of the hyper-privileged, and the
absorption and integration of the exterior is a reality of the first-world city itself that has nothing
to do with Packer’s apartment or his limo. In that way, the novel casts the conditions of life to
which Packer is subject as the nature of contemporary life in general, without any qualifications
about the first world nature of New York. Moreover, the text’s use of the crowd as the
embodiment of the city leads to several instances in which the explicitly less privileged—
immigrant cab drivers, beggars, people running informal businesses selling things on the street—
are incorporated into that crowd and thus into the general rush of contemporary life, with no real
acknowledgement of those people’s limited access to what the city provides. In other words,
despite direct attention to class differences, the novel does not acknowledge how those class
differences change the experience of postmodern urban space any more than it acknowledges
that postmodern urban space is itself a product of global class differences.
Finally, New York’s role as a global city, including the many elements of the foreign that
Packer observes, makes it unhomely, a place where the world intrudes upon the home in the
manner Bhabha describes. The global city is, Liam Kennedy and Maria Balshaw suggest, a place
fraught with anxiety resulting from the violation of boundaries. In the introduction to Urban
Space and Representation, they argue that because of the tensions between the increasingly
syncretic realities of urban life and the continuing desire for a coherent, unified national identity,
depictions of urban space tend to inspire anxiety (16). Kennedy’s contribution to the book,
“Paranoid Spatiality: Postmodern Urbanism and American Cinema,” describes some of the
representations of the “crisis of urbanity” that has resulted from the spatial restructuring of cities
and how the loss of coherence in spatial organization and boundaries has inspired paranoia about
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“crime, drugs, homelessness, immigration and demographic change” (116). Urban space is
“commonly represented as an uncanny simulacrum of self, an always already interiorised space,”
undermining the stability and security of the protagonists’ lives (119). Certainly this is evident
within the two works set in New York, and Eckhard, as well, draws a connection between urban
space and unhomeliness, arguing that “In postmodernism, the (literary) uncanny is no longer the
product of a ‘temporal master-narrative’ . . . but rather that of spatial practice” (63). The city is a
place of illusion and mystery due to the “perpetual presence of the other” (61), and thus she
claims that the “hidden dimensions” of New York are connected to its “role as a global city”
(18). In other words, globalization converts formerly coherent urban space into the spatial
uncanny. House of Leaves offers sustained attention to this phenomenon of the spatial uncanny
that clarifies its relationship to first-world-problems discourse.
Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves and the Spatial Uncanny
Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves explores the spatial uncanny, which is,
according to Anthony Vidler, a quality of both the organizational features of postmodern spaces
and the feeling postmodern architecture provokes of having lost any form of cultural orientation,
while also offering direct attention to architectural and domestic rather than urban space,
providing insight into a form of the problematization of space not evident in the previous works.
At the novel’s heart is the intrusion of an unexplainable spatial anomaly into the home and lives
of photojournalist Will Navidson and his family. The aberration is a hallway that appears while
the family is on vacation, a dark corridor that leads into an enormous, ever-changing, endlessly
barren labyrinth, which disrupts the homeliness of the house and “any sense security or wellbeing” (28). The novel follows Navidson’s reckoning with the spatial anomaly and the threat it
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poses to his family.19 Navidson hires an expeditionary crew—Holloway, Wax, and Jed—to
explore the house. Holloway, disoriented and agitated after several days in the labyrinth, shoots
his companions and wanders off, and Navidson, his friend Reston, and his brother Tom stage a
rescue mission, pulling Wax and Jed out but losing Navidson when a spiral staircase leading
down to a lower level of the labyrinth suddenly expands while Navidson is still at the bottom.
Navidson finds his way out, at which point his family evacuates the house, but not before the
spatial anomaly escapes its boundaries and swallows Tom, who dies saving Navidson’s daughter.
Navidson, however, is too obsessed to stay away. He returns to the house a final time and gets
lost once again, only to be rescued by his partner Karen, after which the labyrinth disappears.
Navidson documents his attempts to explore his new house in a film, The Navidson
Record, that serves as the audience’s window into Navidson’s story; the bulk of the novel is a
scholarly analysis of the film, partially from the point of view of Johnny Truant, a troubled
young man who, while assembling and editing the manuscript, finds himself plagued by feelings
of unhomeliness and distrust of the stability of his own domestic space. The novel is a messy
bricolage of fragmented bits and pieces that makes use of unusual layout—text is, for instance,
printed upside down or diagonally, stretched out across the page, divided into columns or boxes,
and frequently blacked out or missing sections, and the novel makes rampant use of footnotes,
often linked together, at one point in a nearly unnavigable maze of intertwined and non-linear
notes. Much of the criticism of the novel focuses on these formal innovations, including that of

The house poses a direct threat of physical and psychological harm; among the “Exposure Effects” are listed
“migraines,” “anxiety,” “insomnia,” an “ulcer,” an “enduring sensation of cold,” “echolalia,” “aggression,”
“melancholia,” “fever,” a “persistent cough,” “panic attacks,” “night terrors,” and “weight loss,” among others
(396). It also poses an indirect threat of domestic tension and familial dissolution, as Navidson’s obsession with the
house draws him away from his family and strains his relationship with his partner Karen.
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Natalie Hamilton, who explores the novel’s use of the labyrinth.20 In contrast, Nele Bemong’s
reading focuses more on the house, connecting it to Vidler and the spatial uncanny. Aleksandra
Bida, as well, ties the house to the postmodern disruption of the homeliness of domestic space.
What these critics have not noted is that the novel’s use of the spatial uncanny is explicitly tied to
global inequality through its attention to Navidson’s guilt over having won a Pulitzer for taking a
picture of a dying Sudanese girl. However, its treatment of this issue is muddled by a focus on
Navidson’s experiences, allowing for an appropriation of the girl’s death as a problem for
Navidson.
Vidler argues in The Architectural Uncanny that postmodern spaces are designed in ways
that provoke the same feelings of unhomeliness or uncanniness that House of Leaves’s
impossible and hostile labyrinth provokes for the characters. He describes how Ernst Jentsch’s
attempts to expand upon Freud’s definition of the uncanny “underlined a first relation of the
uncanny to the spatial and environmental” in that he “attributed the feeling of uncanniness to a
fundamental insecurity brought about by a ‘lack of orientation,’ a sense of something new,

Lisa Krõger’s reading also makes the novel’s form central to her discussion of it as a postmodern retelling of
Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House. What makes Danielewski’s take on that story of haunting
postmodern, she claims, is the technique of using the textual layout to provide an uncanny and disorienting
experience for the readers (155). Kröger’s description of the haunting in Jackson’s novel invites readers to contrast
the unsettling but ultimately realistic space of Hill House with the impossible and hostile space of Navidson’s house.
The spatial arrangement of Hill House bears some similarities to the uncanny postmodern spaces described by Vidler
and Jameson. In Hill House, the space is designed to disorient: “the stairs are not level and the doorways are just
slightly off center,” all the angles are a few degrees shy of perfect right angles, there are no windows or other
landmarks to help navigation, and rooms “open to many other rooms” (152). It is certainly an uncanny space. It is,
however, unlike the house on Ash Tree Lane or postmodern space as Jameson describes it, a space that can be
mapped. The transformation of a confusing maze of rooms in Hill House into an endlessly shifting labyrinth that
exists on a separate plane of existence as the rest of the Navidsons’ house suggests a condition of anxiety about the
instability of space in the postmodern era and how that instability undermines normal habits of human occupation.
Thus, while a history of uncanny spaces within horror informs the depictions of space in House of Leaves, the novel
demonstrates that postmodern spatial anxiety has provoked recent changes within the canon of haunted house
stories. In traditional haunted houses and uncanny spaces, the horror is not of the bizarre layout of the space itself,
but of what that space contains, portends, or recalls. In House of Leaves and other postmodern haunted house stories,
the space itself and the alterations made to it are a source of horror in themselves.
20
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foreign, and hostile invading an old, familiar, customary world” (23). The uncanny within the
first-world urban spaces discussed previously is thus a product of rapid change as well as the
increasing importation of foreign workers and elements of foreign culture. Vidler also locates the
uncanny within the violation or confusion of boundaries between internal and external, as in
Cosmopolis. Additionally, the spatial uncanny lies within the “involuntary repetition” involved
in the disorienting, labyrinthine structure of urban and architectural spaces (43). In literary
depictions, finally, the spatial uncanny takes on an added dimension of physical impossibility.
Patricia Garcia’s Space and the Postmodern Fantastic in Contemporary Literature: The
Architectural Void explores the representation of “impossible” spaces in literature from a number
of different cultural and national contexts, arguing that the use of uncanny spaces calls attention
to the socially-constructed and mediated nature of space. House of Leaves, in making the
Navidsons’ house a physically impossible space—not only bigger on the inside than the outside
but evidently bigger than the entire planet,21 in addition to being prone to radical and
unexplainable geographical shifts—makes use of an established trope of spatial representation
that builds on the disorientation and labyrinthine features of Auster’s city to show a more
fundamental disruption of homely spaces.
The house shares characteristics of the spatial uncanny first and foremost because of its
labyrinthine and disorienting structure. Navidson’s first attempt to navigate the place, during
Exploration A, finds him disoriented by its size and darkness, as well as the confusing series of
corridors that lead him through “an incredibly complex and frequently disorienting series of

After Navidson is separated from Reston and Tom when the spiral staircase suddenly expands, it takes “at least
fifty minutes” for a coin Reston drops from the top of the staircase to land at the bottom. Footnote 251 does the
required math to explain that “the quarter would have to have fallen 27,273 miles exceeding even the earth’s
circumference at the equator by 2,371 miles” (305).
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turns” (68), a description reminiscent of Quinn’s travels through New York. Hamilton,
discussing the trope of the labyrinth in the novel’s literary predecessors, adds that the size of the
spaces themselves also make them labyrinthine (10), and the novel itself points out that the
largeness of the space is uncanny: “Largeness has always been a condition of the weird and
unsafe; it is overwhelming, too much or too big” (28). The house is made even more difficult to
navigate in that it “defies any normal means of determining direction,” rendering compasses
inoperable (90). The purposelessness of the convolutions, moreover, underlines the lack of a
clear path. Not only is it difficult to get back out, but once inside there is nothing to find—no
exit, no end (371), no great mystery hidden away.
The novel’s structure and textual layout reiterate the disorienting nature of the house’s
spatial organization. In line with the spatial turn and Francese’s emphasis on texts as spaces in
themselves, the novel itself is labyrinthine. Johnny describes the effect of working on the
manuscript as “disorienting” (xviii). Hamilton points to the novel’s “use of the labyrinth as a
theme, symbol, and form, and the mise-en-abyme structure of the text within a text within a text”
(3), emphasizing how Chapter Nine (“Labyrinth”), as well as on the multiple layers of diegesis
within the novel, create the sense of the work as its own labyrinth. There are multiple pathways
through the novel—readers have options as to when to turn to the appendices, for instance. Most
strikingly, in Chapter Nine, the footnotes all end up leading back to the X (code for “unable to
proceed” [582]) on the first page of the chapter (107), thus forcing the readers into an endless
loop. The novel is marked, in Hamilton’s words, by “the danger of following a chosen path and
becoming lost in the convolutions” (12).
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In addition to the labyrinthine structure, the house presents itself as an uncanny space
through its instability, illustrative of the quick changes to space that Daylight observes in the
Penrith Plaza. Speaking of the film as well as the house, the novel states that the “constant
destruction of continuity” has the effect of “prohibiting any sort of accurate mapmaking” (109).
Navidson quickly discovers that “[t]he entire place can instantly and without apparent difficulty
change its geometry” (371). Spaces expand or contract, including the spiral staircase (289). An
arch turns into a doorway and then back into an arch. Branching pathways emerge suddenly off
of corridors (68). Doors slam shut by themselves (216-38). Reston even gets seasick from the
constant shifts (164). The doorway into the labyrinth is itself unstable, moving from one wall to
another; it starts out on the north wall (4), but later is on the south wall (319), then the east wall
(385). Finally, the entire house changes its shape. The “bedroom begins to collapse,” the living
room floor sinks (343), “the walls and the ceiling continue their drunken dance . . . stretching,
bending, even tilting,” the kitchen floor turns into a treadmill, impeding Tom’s escape, then just
“dissolves,” dropping him into the abyss (346).
That the instability of the space is in itself a source of horror, even before it enables the
house to kill Tom, is suggested by Johnny’s growing fear of such instability in his own space. He
wants “a closed, inviolate and most of all immutable space” (xix), and thus, he nails “a number
of measuring tapes along the floor and crisscrossed a few of them up and down the walls” so he
“can tell for sure if there are any shifts” (296). He warns the readers, too, to be wary of such
shifts: “That’s when you’ll discover you no longer trust the very walls you always took for
granted. Even the hallways you’ve walked a hundred times will feel longer, much longer” (xxiii).
There is also, recurring, the notion of the home as an interior space that contains the familiar and
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keeps out the unfamiliar, reiterating Bhabha’s association between the uncanny and the intrusion
of the exterior into the interior.22 Zampanó, the author of the manuscript The Navidson Record,
seals his apartment, not to keep the outside world out but “in an effort to retain the various
emanations of his things and himself” (xvi), preserving the familiar. Navidson describes the
house as an “outpost,” which Zampanó points out “functions principally to provide protection
from hostile forces found on the outside.” Navidson specifically wants to protect against the
“transience of the world” (23), locating the threat in change and instability of the exact kind that
the labyrinth embodies and reiterating a specific notion of the relationship of the home to the
world rooted in (an ultimately futile) exclusion and denial.
The novel’s focus on the concept of the uncanny makes it clear that the challenges posed
by the house are specifically born of first-world privilege. The novel introduces the uncanny
early on by way of a passage from Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time, which explains that the
uncanny may also be taken to mean “not-being-at-home” (25). In other words, the uncanny is a
sense of unfamiliarity or unsettledness in a place or situation that should be familiar. The house
is uncanny, as the geographical shifts, the sense of danger, and the utter and perfect blankness all
compound a sense of unfamiliarity. The house also represents, according to a fictionalized
Harold Bloom interviewed in the novel, a more strictly Freudian form of the uncanny provoked

The house demonstrates this confusion in specific concrete features, some of which are embodied in the concept
of the labyrinth itself—the lack of a clear exit or end, the inability to find “at least some indication of outside-ness to
that place” (119), the sheer size and the sense that it contains too much within it. There is also, of course, the fact
that the labyrinth reaches out beyond its perceived boundaries in attacking the family and murdering Tom. There is
also the confusion inherent in the fact that the doorway leading into the labyrinth should, by all logic, lead outside
the house. The novel’s initial introduction to the anomaly, a description of a film short called “The 5 ½ Minute
Hallway,” emphasizes this paradox, as Navidson goes out a window on one side of the doorway and in through a
window on the other side, walking through the space where the hallway should be (4). What’s more, at one point the
Navidsons’ pets go through the doorway and somehow emerge outside (75). The interior of the labyrinth and the
exterior of the house overlap. The film itself, Zampanó also says, disrupts boundaries between inside and outside.
He describes the film as “uneasily contained”; it “slips the limits” and tends to “jut out past the borders” (3).
22
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by the return of something which is familiar but has been “estranged” through “the process of
repression” (259). The fictionalized Bloom justifies the use of “familiar” because the house is
“endlessly repetitive. Hallways, corridors, rooms, over and over again” (359). Thus, it is
“familiar” in the sense that it is homogenized. Any previously unseen part recalls parts already
explored. This is what makes the house an example of the spatial uncanny, which is, according to
Vidler, “one no longer entirely dependent on the temporal dislocations of suppression and return,
or the invisible slippages between a sense of the homely and the unhomely, but displayed in the
abyssal repetitions of the imaginary void” (Bemong 1). Bloom’s emphasis on the familiarity of
the terrain is thus in keeping with Vidler’s theory, which privileges concrete structural features
of postmodern architecture over the concept of the return of the repressed.
Nonetheless, Bloom is right to invoke Freud, as the novel is clear about what is
“returning” for Navidson: guilt over the acknowledged fact of global inequality. Bemong’s
argument highlights how the house’s “abyssal repetitions” speak to Navidson’s loss of a coherent
sense of self, tying his feelings of “unsettledness” and desire “to create a safe home” with his
career as “a war photographer” (1). Of course, this interpretation ignores that Navidson loved his
career and the excitement it offered, did not feel unsettled because of it, and did not want to give
it up; in fact, without Karen giving him an ultimatum, he likely would not have done so. His
experience of being unsettled, rather, emerges from the “almost insoluble identity problem” he
faces after winning the Pulitzer for a picture of a starving girl in Sudan. He tells Karen in a letter:
“i miss the man i thought i was before i met her” (393). The analyses the novel offers of
Navidson’s reasons for exploring the house emphasize his identity crisis, focusing on a dream
that “seems to suggest that in order for Navidson to properly escape the house he must first reach
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an understanding about his own life” (399), and in reality it is only when “[m]emories cease to
surface” and “[s]orrow threatens to no longer matter” that Navidson is rescued (483, 522).
Johnny Truant suggests that this crisis of identity is at the heart of the novel and of the
experience of reading it. Navidson’s line in his letter to Karen about missing the man he thought
he was deliberately echoes one from Johnny’s introductory chapter, wherein he offers the readers
his aforementioned warning about what will happen to them (as happened to him) if they
proceed with reading the book: “you will no longer be the person you believed you once were”
(xxii). This is an idea that recurs throughout Johnny’s story, most often in the form of the phrase
“Known some call is air am,” which is the phonetic spelling of the Latin sentence “Non sum
qualis eram,” meaning, “I am not what I used to be” (72).
Navidson’s feelings about Delial play a role in the intrusion of the labyrinth into the
house. The chapter in which Navidson directly explains who she is, “Reasons,” is an attempt to
answer a question that appears in large and bold font on page 385: “Why Did Navidson Go Back
To the House?” This chapter features Navidson’s letter to Karen explaining his decision, which
is the focus of attempts to understand Navidson’s motivations. The letter states that he “can’t get
Delial out of [his] head.” Navidson also mentions missing Karen and his children, as well as
Wax, Jed, and Holloway, and a number of men with whom he served in another conflict (391),
and he says outright that it might be Tom whom he is actually going back to find. Nonetheless,
Delial has a place in his letter of much greater significance than anyone else; two and a half of its
four pages are nothing but his confession, her story. The letter suggests that his guilt at having
paused to take her picture while she was dying and then benefiting so greatly from it—he calls
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himself a “vulture” (392)—is the overwhelming driving force of his return. Thus, “[s]he is all he
needs to find” (394).
Ash Tree Lane represents, in part, the intrusion of a repressed history of economic
exploitation into the home. Instead of presenting the problem of postmodern space as a
decontextualized, isolated condition of first-world life, it explicitly connects that space to the
relationships of power and privilege that enable the Navidsons to enjoy a stable, homely space in
the first place while little girls like Delial starve to death.23 Certainly, the novel acknowledges
the fact of Navidson’s privilege. He is given “the Guggenheim Fellowship and the NEA Media
Arts Grant” to fund his documentary (8). With the grants, savings, equity, and credit, he is worth
about a million dollars (148). He can afford to buy a home “and start to inhabit it. Settle in,
maybe put down some roots” (9). He is able to provide for Karen and his children, and support

During the 1980s, when Navidson must have taken Delial’s picture (The Navidson Record was filmed, the novel
tells us, beginning in April of 1990 [8]), Sudan’s long second civil war was already being waged, having begun in
1983 (PGA 1). While most humanitarian attention to Sudan during that time was focused on the war, the influx of
foreign refugees during the same years, and the famine the war helped to create (“Sudan”), one does not have to
stretch far back into the country’s history to connect its situation with its place in the global economy. Even without
considering the most obvious historical roots of the poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa, market forces played a role in
creating the political conditions that created the backdrop for the Delial photograph: five years before the civil war
began, in 1978, oil was discovered in the southern part of the country, and the north and south began to fight for
control over it (Rone 60). A 2000 Amnesty International study titled “Oil in Sudan Deteriorating Human Rights”
indicates that the genocidal tactics of displacement and depopulation characterizing the civil war have been
practiced in part for the sake of honoring contracts with foreign investors – including Chevron (Rone 62) – in the
Sudanese oil fields: “as early as . . . the 1980s, the local population was permanently displaced from the areas of the
Unity and Heglig oil fields . . . which at the time were operated by the French oil company Total” (PGA 1).
Moreover, Sudan and other poor African nations’ GDPs were largely dependent on the exportation of a small
number of primary commodities – that is, commodities that need little to no processing before they are ready for use
(2). Globalization, which promotes the idea of “comparative advantage,” the specialization of economic activity
according to the country’s resource base, as a nation’s greatest opportunity for prosperity (McMichael 159),
promotes such primary commodity exportation. This practice fosters dependence over self-reliance, encourages the
unsustainable use of resources, and requires the country to part with commodities that are desperately needed by
their own people, such as food or, in Sudan’s case, fuel oil (PGA 1). Sudan’s resources were then through the 1980s
and beyond further depleted by the war, fought in part for the sake of gaining comparative advantage as a petroleumexporting country, leading to the famine conditions depicted in Navidson’s photograph. Delial’s death may have
predated the WTO and the most aggressive global institutionalization of neoliberalism, but the conditions in Sudan
at the time of Navidson’s visit have everything to do with the stratifying effects of the unfair conditions of global
trade.
23
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Tom when he needs it. He has a wide social network allowing him to be in touch with explorers
and scientists when demanded by his curiosity about his house. He is a world-traveler. The
Navidson Record praises him for his “courage” in going to Sudan and walking “the violent,
disease-infested streets” (419).24 The novel does not credit Delial, who walked those same streets
as long as she still had the strength, with the same courage. She has not the luxury of such high
regard. Nor does she have the luxury of a supportive social network or connections to people
with influence or needed skills. As she exists to us, she has no name beyond the one Navidson
gave her, no family, no home. Navidson finds her squatting in the dirt, a likely-scavenged bone
the only food available to her, “her lips a crawl of insects, her eyes swollen with sand” (420).
Finally, at the time of The Navidson Record, she no longer has her life.
The house’s spatial organization is in some ways reflective more of Delial’s experience
of space in the neocolonized world than the first-world spatial uncanny—the house confronts
Navidson with the intrusion of the world into the home in the manner Bhabha describes in “The
World and the Home” not only through his feelings about Delial but through how the nature of
the intrusion underlines the nature of her suffering.25 For one thing, the reordering of the house’s
structure recalls the reordering of colonized and neocolonized territories for the sake of external
coherence, even as the people occupying those territories are denied access to that exterior.26 The
Grotesquely, it also praises him for having to “contend with the infinite number of ways he could photograph
[Delial]” (419-20), as if the stakes of his artistic choice carry the same weight as survival.
25
This argument is, in fact, the premise of my Master’s thesis, entitled “‘Spatial Rape’: Globalization and the
Tourist-Vagabond Relationship in Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves.”
24

Edward Said, in the afterward to Orientalism, emphasizes the spatial reorganization involved in imperialism,
which is, for him, “an act of geographical violence through which virtually every space in the world is explored,
charted, and finally brought under control” (271). Bauman, too, dedicates significant space in Globalization to
describing this process of territorial taming and discusses how the idea of mapping emerged in part to counter or
control the subjectivity of spatial perception from within the territory. Maps thus create transparency for those
foreign to the locality, including tax collectors and other bureaucrats, while destroying the interior logic of the space
for those who occupy it.
26
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house, in its labyrinthine structure, exhibits this same difference in coherence from inside and
outside even as “no one ever sees that labyrinth in its entirety” (115).27 The abrupt shifts also
invoke these populations’ experience of having no control over alterations to the space they
occupy.28 Additionally, the house is what Bauman, citing Steven Flusty, calls an “interdictory
space” – that is, a space “designed to intercept and repel or filter would-be users” (20).29 Finally,
interdictory spaces exist to control the movements of those still bounded to the localities, to
reinforce the boundaries between classes, and to preclude the creation of community or any
communal experience within the space. This, too, recalls the house: “While some portions of the
house, like the Great Hall for instance, seem to offer a communal experience, many intercommunicating passageways encountered by individual members, even with only a glance, will

27

This difference in perspective from inside and outside is noted explicitly in the novel through a citation from
Penelope Reed Doob’s The Idea of the Labyrinth: from Classical Antiquity through the Middle Ages: “What you see
depends on where you stand, and thus . . . labyrinths . . . simultaneously incorporate order and disorder” (113-14).
That no one can see the house from the outside also recalls Jameson’s concerns about the lack of any outside or
alternative to late capitalism, as well as Bauman’s claims that access to the exterior is restricted “to re-forge the
social extraterritoriality of the new supra-local elite into the material, bodily isolation from locality” (20).
One cause of this lack of control is that liberalization gives corporations enormous freedom to exploit resources,
relocate populations, alter the landscape (through mining, for instance, or by cutting down trees or damming rivers),
greatly diminish environmental quality, build or destroy infrastructure to suit the demands of production, and,
finally, make themselves the only source of income in the locality through all these actions and then move
production elsewhere at a moment’s notice. The WTO and other free-trade agreements implement policies to limit or
even eliminate the rights of the government and citizens to put a stop to policies that they see as doing them harm.
The control over the localities has been wrested from local decision-making centers and put in the hands of
corporations and institutions like the WTO. The people still living in those localities suffer the lot of having to watch
the place that used to be their home shift around them, according to the dictates of some outside will or force.
28

Bauman lists a few of the types of interdictory spaces named by Flusty, including “slippery space,” which “cannot
be reached, due to contorted, protracted, or missing paths of approach”; “prickly space,” which “cannot be
comfortably occupied”; and “jittery space,” which “cannot be utilized unobserved due to active monitoring” (20).
The house qualifies as all three: its labyrinthine structure and constant shifts close off certain parts of it to any
explorers; the blankness, darkness, and cold, as well as the threat of whatever beast may lurk there, make it
uncomfortable to occupy; and the possible existence of the beast, the sense of the house having a will of its own, and
the implications of the presence of some God in (or as) the house (Navidson tells Karen in his letter that he thinks
the house is God [390]) suggest that the space cannot be used unobserved.
29
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never be re-encountered by anyone else again” (118). The house does not foster the kind of
shared experience of and in a space that could lend it a coherent meaning.
Ultimately, however, even this reading has neocolonial implications, as it makes
Navidson’s guilt over his privilege the central narrative problem; of concern is not what
happened to Delial, but how what happened to Delial affects the American protagonist, shifting
the focus of any discussion of the house from Delial’s suffering to Navidson’s. The closest the
novel ever comes to insisting on the importance of Delial’s suffering beyond how it informs
Navidson’s guilt is a comment that one of the theories about Navidson’s reasons for exploring
the house, which focuses on “Navidson’s excessive exposure to traumatic events throughout the
world” (386), is “still considered harsh and particularly insensate to international tragedy” due to
its reduction of Delial to “a trope for everything Navidson had ever lost” (395). Despite this, The
Navidson Record is still, at bottom, the story of Navidson’s attempts to overcome a feeling of
unhomeliness provoked by how his work exposed him to the sight of extreme poverty. The novel
is not itself so “insensate to international tragedy” as to suggest that the problem is entirely
solved by just letting go of his guilt and forgetting how he directly benefitted from the horrible
death of a child—he is scarred and disabled by the experience, “has never stopped wrestling with
the meaning of the experience,” and still “suffers the responsibilities of his art” (527). However,
in this case the responsibilities refer not to his involvement in recording world events or the
ethics of photojournalism but simply to his refusal to give the film a happy ending by closing on
the shots of his new house filled with framed photographs of his family and instead ending on
the darkness. Any sense that awareness of his privilege or of the material realities of global
stratification will play a role in his new life is absent. To the extent that the problem is solved—
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Navidson escapes the house, but the building itself is still there—that solution stems more than
anything from resolving his crisis of identity by embracing a clearly defined role of husband and
father. The entire central diegesis of the novel ultimately depicts the struggles of a man learning
to settle down.
Moreover, the novel’s concern with the trope of the spatial uncanny aligns the novel with
a limited first-world perspective. Vidler’s theory of the spatial uncanny is motivated, like
Jameson’s work, by a concern about the supposedly apolitical nature of postmodern ideology; he
argues that the uncanny feelings experienced within postmodern space result from the return of
the repressed political impulses of the avante-garde aesthetics in which postmodern architectural
and urban design has its roots (14). Also as with Jameson, however, Vidler’s descriptions of the
experience of postmodern space shift attention away from the material and political realities
underlying postmodern space and instead facilitate a reading of the uncanny as a problem unto
itself. Moreover, Bhabha argues that the experience of unhomeliness as a problem is itself a
product of first-world privilege in the form of the ability to be homed/experience homeliness in
the first place. This ability is absent in the postcolonial and neocolonized world because of
physical displacement and cultural dislocation. In The Location of Culture, Bhabha connects the
feeling of unhomeliness to the clearly and rigidly drawn divisions of Western thought between
the “private and public spheres” (13). For Bhabha, it is the colonial concern with boundaries,
including the fear of invasion or intrusion, that gives rise to the unhomely. Julian Wolfreys as
well makes the point that “the sense of being ‘not-at-home’ or ‘unhomely’ arises from within the
very idea of the home,” thus advancing Bhabha’s claim that the concept of unhomeliness
depends upon the representations of homeliness offered by the “homed” colonizing power (14).
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Thus, the tension of the unhomely emerges from the idea of the homely itself. Also, given his
definition of unhomeliness, the unheimlich depends upon an exclusion of or obliviousness to the
world outside the home that is enabled by material privilege—even more so in a neocolonial
discourse that denies the imperial practices taking place than in the traditional colonial
discourse’s open acknowledgment of empire.
What is more, the novel presents feelings of unhomeliness within the home as a universal
experience of postmodern life, thereby obfuscating any recognition that having a home in which
to feel unhomely is a product of privilege. The novel, Bida states, “depicts the experiences of
home as continuously labyrinthine in order to reveal the labyrinthine nature of a postmodern
home” (44). She argues that the novel is really an exploration of the new home-making processes
that postmodernism requires due to the inevitable dual nature of the home as “never simply good
or bad, safe and comfortable or dangerous and traumatic, but . . . always (potentially) all of these
things.” The home is also “a space of reflection about belonging and a sense of place in the
world . . . as well as a place through which identity is interrogated” (45). This argument suggests
that the specific nature of Navidson’s identity crisis is unimportant; he is simply engaging in a
process of identity-negotiation that is a part of postmodern home-making. She also notes that the
home-making process is driven by the desire for safety from hostile forces, as “the Navidsons
live in a time in which people are constantly reminded of the local, global, physical,
technological” threats the outside world poses (58). In doing so, she recalls Bhabha’s point that
unhomeliness emerges from the boundary fetishism of the colonizer. Her argument suggests that
the first world is the process of learning to make peace with the impossibility of a pure home just
as the postcolonial world has had to do. Nonetheless, the novel presents the experience of the
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process as one of crisis and lasting trauma, suggesting that such a process of accommodation is a
serious challenge facing the first world.
Thus, House of Leaves joins The New York Trilogy and Cosmopolis in portraying firstworld postmodern space as not only confusing but outright dangerous, depicting the spatial
uncanny as a threat to the stability of our homes and identities within the first world. Just as the
labyrinthine and disorienting urban spaces depicted by Auster and DeLillo reflect the
consequences of globalization’s alterations of urban landscapes, House of Leaves’s spatial
uncanny reflects globalization’s intrusion into everyday life—the disruption of the familiar and
the private through the violation of boundaries and the increasing instability and transience of the
world. Moreover, just as the previous works do not contextualize their characters’ struggles with
the new spatial paradigm within the larger economic changes to the world and their
consequences for the neocolonized world, House of Leaves’s aporias and undecidability
overwhelm the hints at context, which the novel deploys mostly to appropriate and transform the
(unexplained and thoroughly mediated) suffering in the neocolonized world as an intellectual
crisis for privileged Americans.
Conclusion
Bauman theorizes a new class system with two categories, the tourist and the vagabond,
wherein the distinction is partially based in mobility, the ability to move (or not) according to
one’s own inclination, a distinction that is represented in House of Leaves: Navidson is a tourist
and Delial is a vagabond. Thus, Navidson and Delial’s relationship raises the issue of mobility as
a site of first-world privilege. Mobility, defined for Bauman as much by the right to settle down
as to move freely throughout the world, is another unexamined luxury in The New York Trilogy,
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Cosmopolis, and House of Leaves. Quinn moves freely throughout the city, even into and back
out of spaces belonging to the underclass. Blue moves just as freely, and TLR’s narrator travels
to Paris and, after giving up on finding Fanshawe there, enjoys a grotesque tourists’ visit filled
with excess (345). Packer also moves freely throughout the city, impeded by traffic but not any
limits in his right to occupy spaces, and he also has access to digital space and the mobility that
offers him. Navidson travels the world for his job, and also has to right to “put down some roots”
(9). These luxuries of first-world material conditions, however—tourism and travel, freedom to
settle down, digital mobility—are also represented as problems within contemporary American
literature.

CHAPTER TWO: PROBLEMS WITH MOBILITY
Issues of movement within space manifest in an additional way in American literature
beyond disorienting spatial organization. American fiction also confronts issues of travel, spatial
segregation, and the development of digital spaces. Globalization’s shrinkage and compression
of distances between places is one of the most widely documented consequences of the process,
but the ability to enjoy this compression is solely the right of the economically privileged.
Mobility—in the form of travel, the ability to cross boundaries between geographical and
cultural spaces reserved for different socioeconomic classes, and access to stable housing and to
digital space—is a luxury associated with first-world privilege. Nonetheless, contemporary
American literature casts it as a problem, conflating travel, especially in the supposedly
culturally homogenized era of globalization, with displacement, appropriating homelessness as
both a metaphor for middle-class malaise and a form of resistance to that malaise, and
associating digital space with a process of de-materialization of the body that threatens
subjectivity. William Gibson’s Pattern Recognition (2003) depicts the challenges of first-world
travel and tourism in a globalized world. Paul Auster’s Sunset Park (2010) depicts an act of
homeless tourism—voluntary squatting by white middle-class urbanites—and appropriates
homelessness as a metaphor for domestic discontentment. Finally, DeLillo’s Cosmopolis
foregrounds how Packer’s privileged access to digital space causes him to feel alienated from his
physical body and environment. Together, these novels demonstrate the various ways and
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degrees to which contemporary American fiction problematizes mobility. Such depictions of
mobility (and the corresponding ability to be homed) as excessive, threatening, or false shift
attention away from both inequalities in terms of who can and cannot enjoy such mobility and
problems experienced by those for whom mobility is restricted, while also rendering invisible the
ways in which first-world mobility is both a product and a facilitator of global inequality.
William Gibson’s Pattern Recognition and Tourism
William Gibson’s Pattern Recognition tells the story of Cayce—pronounced “case”—
Pollard, a freelance consultant for advertising companies. Due to her phobic reaction to certain
trademarks, Cayce can advise companies on the effectiveness of their logos and observe trends
developing among consumers, information she then sells to companies wishing to commercialize
those trends.1 While on the job in London (away from her home in New York), she is recruited
by the head of Blue Ant, the company for which she is consulting, to investigate the source of
“the footage,” a series of film fragments being released one at a time online. This investigation
takes Cayce to Tokyo, then back to London, then to Moscow. The novel presents Cayce’s
experiences of travel as negative, despite her flying first class, staying in luxury hotels, having
continual access to her phone and computer, and having the influence and resources of her boss
at her disposal.2 Cayce feels alien, not at home in her own body throughout her travels, suffering
from jet lag and a sense of dislocation that is exacerbated by globalization’s homogenizing
effects on the cities she visits. The novel depicts globalization as a challenge for first-world

1

I explore the novel’s treatment of product branding in chapter four.

Alex Link also addresses how the novel’s presentation of travel elides class differences in access to and
experiences of mobility, which is only one facet of the novel’s articulation of first-world-problems discourse.
2
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travelers, an example of first-world-problems discourse that is compounded by how this
treatment of travel obfuscates Cayce’s privileged right of mobility, the economic practices from
which that right emerges, and the consequences of the tourism industry for the world’s
neocolonized regions and populations. Beyond leaving Cayce’s privilege unexamined and
decontextualizing first-world travel from neocolonialism, moreover, the novel appropriates
dislocation as a metaphor for the experiences of first-world tourists and invokes globalization as
a contributing factor to that dislocation, casting citizens of the first world, especially those with
Cayce’s lifestyle of hypermobility, as the primary victims of globalization’s compression of
space.
Zygmunt Bauman claims that globalization gives birth to a new class model in which
people occupy the position of “tourist,” those with the privilege to move freely, or “vagabond,”
those for whom movement is either restricted or coerced by external forces, both economic and
social. Although it has been nearly twenty years since the publication of Globalization: The
Human Consequences, more recent works document this process of economic stratification and
its particular manifestation in different levels of mobility,3 demonstrating the continued
relevance of Bauman’s schema, especially as a structuring metaphor for economic polarization.4

Nina Glick Schiller and Noel B. Salazer, in the introduction to a 2013 special issue of the Journal of Ethnic and
Migration Studies, “postulate that there are several different intersecting regimes of mobility that normalise the
movements of some travellers while criminalising and entrapping the ventures of others” (189), and “explore the
relationships between the privileged movements of some and the co-dependent but stigmatised and forbidden
movement, migration and interconnection of the poor, powerless and exploited,” observing that “[i]t is the labour of
those whose movements are declared illicit and subversive that makes possible the easy mobility of those who seem
to live in a borderless world of wealth and power” (188).
3

Relevance should not be taken to mean perfect accuracy. Although Bauman himself acknowledges that most of the
world’s population lies somewhere between the two extremes (98), the taxonomy does not account well for different
experiences between groups of vagabonds along racial or ethnic lines, nor does it engage with issues of gender,
sexuality, or disability. Moreover, Bauman never clearly defines “elites” and does not attend to inequalities along
national lines.
4

83
He argues that the primary results of globalization are “spatial segregation, separation and
exclusion” (3), and these results come primarily from globalization’s effects on space and time,
creating what he calls the “time/space compression” of globalization (2). This term refers to the
conquering of distance by technologies that allow global elites to travel either physically (by
plane, for instance) or virtually (over the Internet) with sufficient speed that they are essentially
free from the constraints of either time or space (13).5 Independence from spatial constraints
defines the real, lived experience of globalization for the tourists, who “stay or move at their
hearts’ desire” because “they find the world within their (global) reach irresistibly attractive”
(92). Vagabonds, in contrast, lack the ability to move according to their own will. They cannot
occupy any space comfortably, cannot settle in anywhere and put down roots, and cannot travel
in order to consume the experiences and sensations of unfamiliar places. They “are allowed
neither to stay put . . . nor search for a better place to be” (92-93).
Bauman’s concept of the tourist does not match the more common usage, which refers to
those who travel merely for pleasure. The distinguishing marker of Bauman’s tourist is choice,
not leisure. Therefore, despite the fact that Cayce is (ostensibly) travelling for work and not for
pleasure, describing her as a “tourist” is congruent with Bauman’s tourist/vagabond taxonomy

Compression of space and time is not merely the natural condition of life for the elite, however, but the ideal on
which global capitalism is modeled and a goal which it has very actively and deliberately pursued in what Bauman
calls “the Great War of Independence from Space” (8). The liberalization of capital is one manifestation of this
independence, as it discourages the imposition of restrictions and regulations on the activities of corporations. The
justification for this is simple: the corporation’s obligation is to its shareholders, and since the shareholders are
beholden to no particular locality (because they themselves are geographically dispersed), the corporation is thus
also beholden to no particular locality (8-9). The result is corporations that are free to move from region to region in
search of lower tax rates and a workforce that will accept lower wages. The other major illustration of the increasing
spatial independence of capital is the shift in economic activity from production and trade in material goods to an
exchange of financial instruments (bonds, mortgages, foreign currencies). Finance capitalism is even less bound to
space than other contemporary forms of trade because it does not depend directly on material objects; it increasingly
involves nothing but digital exchanges of data.
5
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and the established understanding of the role of first-world travel in globalization. Cayce,
however, draws a distinction between herself and regular tourists on the grounds of her
complicity in the process of globalization (193), a distinction that calls attention to how little her
job or lifestyle really resemble the daily life of most citizens of the first world; Bauman notes
that the “substantial majority of the society of consumers/travelers” generally occupy a more
liminal, insecure position between the two extremes of tourist and vagabond (97). As Cayce’s
observation suggests, her life is more representative of the peculiar processes of late capitalism—
globalized supply chains, labor flexibility, and the commodification of culture—than of
Americans or even the subset of white upwardly-mobile urbanites. However, this only makes the
novel’s participation in a rhetoric of first-world economic victimhood more direct, a
problematization of global capitalism itself from the perspective of the privileged first-world
traveler. Moreover, Cayce’s belief that other tourists are not themselves complicit reveals a blind
spot concerning tourism’s neocolonialist implications.6

Amalia L. Cabezas details some of the deleterious effects of the tourism industry. “[T]ourism today,” she states,
“represents what sugar was a century ago: a monocrop controlled by foreigners and a few elites that services the
structures of accumulation for global capital” (21). In the Caribbean the industry accounts for 20% of GDP and 14%
of employment (22). This emphasis on tourism within the region benefits the first world while proving detrimental
to development. Most of the money made off of tourism is concentrated in the first world, in part because the United
States and Europe account for higher tourist receipts (that is, money made from tourism) despite lower dependence
on the industry. (See “Travel & Tourism Total Contribution to GDP” at knoema.com.) Moreover, much of the profit
for tourism goes to American and European-owned companies—pressure to provide package deals “limit[s] the
participation of local producers,” the development of online travel booking excludes local businesses that may not
have internet access, and many resorts and hotels are owned by multinational chains rather than local proprietors
(24-26). Moreover, there is the issue of “leakage” of tourism profits into first-world economies due to a heavy
reliance on the importation of foreign goods in order to sustain the industry (28). Meanwhile, there are serious
concerns about sustainability—both ecological and economic—with regard to tourism that make countries that have
specialized heavily in tourism in the name of comparative advantage highly vulnerable. Tourism-dependent
economies are disproportionately affected by economic downturns that discourage travel (27). They also face
environmental damage that risks ruining their status as an attractive destination as well as harming other industries.
Erdmann Gormsen describes some of the damage inflicted by the tourism industry in coastal areas and islands,
including the destruction of ecosystems for the sake of construction, problems with waste management both during
construction and during hotel operation, and beach erosion and coral damage due to loss of vegetation and the
construction of sewage systems (49-51). Meanwhile, the industry also compounds differences in mobility through
6
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In mainstream American culture, travel is not generally posited as a problem but rather as
an opportunity for personal growth,7 and Pattern Recognition, despite its concerns with
dislocation, contains evidence of this celebration of mobility. There are several moments wherein
Cayce takes a particular pleasure in her freedom to move and in the differences in experience
(however increasingly muted those differences may be) offered to her by travel. At one point,
Cayce speculates whether she actually feels more at home in her friend Damien’s flat (where she
stays in London) than in her own apartment in New York, where she tends to feel cloistered no
matter how limited her possessions, speculating that she may “hate the domestication” (89). In
this way, Cayce is entirely Bauman’s tourist, rejecting the trappings of home in favor of travel
and even treating the privilege of stable housing as a burden. Moreover, being overseas,
particularly when she goes to Japan and Russia, offers her an escape from her logo phobia:
“certain labels are mysteriously recontextualized” there, rendering her immune, and the logos of
foreign corporations, because of their unfamiliarity, do not bother her, which she calls “a strange

both the displacement of individuals from spaces where resorts will be built and the privatization of formerly public
spaces. This is what overt celebrations of tourism and depictions of travel as a problem for the traveler both render
invisible.
Ruth Williams explores the role of tourism in American culture, writing about the memoir (and film) Eat, Pray,
Love, which she argues connects female subjectivity and spirituality to consumption in the form of tourism. She
observes that women are encouraged to seek personal development through consumption in general and tourism in
particular and to see their tourism in “romanticized” terms, disconnected from the economics of tourism or the
impacts on native cultures and instead sold as an “authentic” experience (623). Eric Strand’s study of travel writing
also acknowledges its recurrent connections between travel and self-discovery. He argues that travel narratives by
William Burroughs, Saul Bellow, and Richard Wright, produced when globalization first began to flourish after
World War II, emphasize recreation and leisure in tourism as a way of rediscovering autonomy (11), “valorizing
sheer mobility in itself” and “function[ing] to articulate middle-class privilege in global terms” (12). These works
thus elide production to focus on travel as an enlightening or uplifting experience of consumption by the privileged. 7
Additionally, contrary to Bauman’s use of the word vagabond, the word has a history of positive connotations in
American literature and criticism associated with the freedom that Bauman instead attributes to tourists. John Allen
summarizes this tendency in Homelessness in American Literature: Romanticism, Realism, and Testimony, citing
critics who “share an interest in the figure of the solitary tramp or hobo, generally represented as a ‘hero,’”
especially the beat generation’s “romanticized traveler,” whose “rejection of home” functions as “a rejection of the
dominant culture” (15).
7
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luxury, and in itself almost worth the trip” (127). Finally, at the end of the novel, she and her
long-time online friend Parkaboy, a.k.a. Peter, engage in some more leisurely travel, with no
pressure to return to work (355). In the end, the novel suggests both that real tourism is a
different, better kind of travel than travelling for work and that even work-related travel has
certain benefits.
However, the novel does not explicitly treat most of the real benefits of travelling that
Cayce experiences as benefits at all; in fact, Cayce is often too focused on either her
investigation or her feelings of dislocation to even think about the many material luxuries she
enjoys, which recall Bauman’s citation of Agnes Heller’s description of life for the “academic
globetrotter”:
She stays in the same Hilton hotel, eats the same tuna fish sandwich for lunch, or, if she
wishes, eats Chinese food in Paris and French food in Hong Kong. She uses the same
type of fax, and telephones, and computers, watches the same films, and discusses the
same kind of problems with the same kind of people. (90)
The experience of being at home while travelling, of being insulated from real difference and
novelty, is one of the defining characteristics of life as a tourist as Bauman describes it. Cayce is
similarly isolated from any experiences of real difference or material hardship. She stays in
hotels that provide, in addition to the taken-for-granted bed and bath accommodations, television
and wireless internet, and she stays in continual communication with her friends through email.
Her cell phone still works wherever she goes. Alex Link observes that “Cayce can travel the
world and yet almost never stray outside the spaces of capital agglomeration,” with the result
being that “[w]e never see, first hand, places that have become sites for the export of labor, and
at the same time, we enjoy the luxuries of London and Tokyo with Cayce” (220). Because it does
not depict the material realities of production, the novel participates in the elision of the privilege
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underlying and the harms emerging from the tourism industry. Link argues that Cayce’s
insulation from the poor—which mimics the real-life insulation of tourists from the
impoverished regions of the countries they visit— creates a tension between the presence of
luxury and the absence of “visible signs of its production” that provides a sense of hidden
machinery that feeds into the novel’s story of conspiracy surrounding the distribution of the
footage (221).
Even if this tension allows the novel to problematize how the invisibility of production
disguises the mechanisms and effects of global capitalism, as Link suggests, the absence of the
laborers involved in producing the conditions of luxury that Cayce enjoys cannot speak louder
than the presence of and in-depth attention to Cayce’s problems as a traveler, especially when
such absence characterizes contemporary American literature as a whole. Moreover, if the effect
of that absence in the novel is that it facilitates a feeling of conspiracy by hinting at the
hiddenness of the mechanisms of economic control, that too casts first-world traveler Cayce and
not the absent laborers as the victim of the deliberate obfuscation of production, because it is she
who suffers as a result of the conspiracy. Andrei Volkov, the uncle of the footage’s creator and
distributor and “the wealthiest man in Russia” (335), has been spying on Cayce throughout the
novel, even employing people to go undercover on the Fetish:Footage:Forum message board
where Cayce posts (339). Cayce has been under surveillance since a long-ago post on F:F:F in
which she speculated that the creator of the footage was “a Russian mafia type,” which raised
particular attention in relationship to her father’s intelligence work and his disappearance (339).
One of Volkov’s employees, Dorotea Benedetti, insecure over her position, takes this
surveillance in a violent direction and drugs and kidnaps Cayce in hopes that she might learn
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where Cayce had obtained the creator’s email address (346). In this way, Cayce suffers by
becoming vulnerable through travel to attack by foreign agents8 and by becoming the focus of
the large, invisible forces governing the world.
Moreover, her position as the victim becomes more pronounced when the novel presents
the hidden conditions of production—those surrounding the rendering of the footage—that are
revealed by the uncovering of the mystery as reflections of the beneficence of the rich rather than
any relationship of exploitation. Volkov has saved non-violent criminals—most of whom have
only run afoul of government officials by having insufficient bribe money—from the regular
prison system by employing them in the rendering facility (344), thus using his wealth to combat
the corruption of the state and essentially making a case for the privatization of government
functions. This portion of the underclass, whom Cayce only encounters briefly as she passes
them in the halls of the facility, and whom she describes only in terms of their clothing, are the
beneficiaries of Volkov’s capital accumulation, while Cayce, the first-world traveler, suffers. In
short, then, the “hidden machinery” of capitalism is only suspect in the novel due to cultural
changes it promotes in the first world, especially the hypermobility impacting Cayce.
Cayce’s suffering aligns Pattern Recognition with first-world-problems discourse.
Western culture often conflates first-world travel with the experience of displacement, which is
another way in which the novel represents travel as a problem. Caren Kaplan explores
postmodern discourses of travel and displacement, which she defines as “commercial and leisure
movement in an era of expanding Western capitalism” and “the more mass migrations that

American tourists becoming victims of evil foreigners is also a popular trope in recent film. See the Hostel films,
Turistas, and Taken.
8

89
modernity has engendered,” respectively (3). She argues that Euro-American discourses about
travel tend to appropriate the concept of displacement as a metaphor for travel and to “absorb
difference” (2), refusing to acknowledge any distinctions in experience between the travel of the
privileged and the displacement of the marginalized. Various Euro-American travelers, she
writes, “may all participate in the mythologized narrativization of displacement without
questioning the cultural, political, and economic grounds of their different professions,
privileges, means, and limitations” (2). The novel perpetuates this mythology.
The novel problematizes Cayce’s mobility from the beginning. Jarvis points out that the
six-page opening chapter of the novel contains “references to no fewer than five cities . . . two
U.S. states . . . and nine nations” (242). The novel’s first line introduces the consequences of
such mobility in the form of Cayce’s struggles with jet lag: “Five hours’ New York jet lag and
Cayce Pollard wakes in Camden Town to the dire and ever-circling wolves of disrupted circadian
rhythm” (1). The metaphor’s implication of helplessness in the face of a predator introduces
Cayce as a victim of travel. Cayce’s physical exhaustion from sleep deprivation becomes more
acute the more she travels, but jet lag is primarily presented as an intellectual problem rather than
a material one—a kind of alienation from the self, described by Cayce as “soul delay” caused by
the speed of travel, which outpaces the speed at which souls can move, such that they are “left
behind, and must be awaited, upon arrival, like lost luggage” (1).9 In short, she does not feel

Pico Iyer uses the same metaphor of part of the self being left behind like “lost luggage” in The Global Soul: Jet
Lag, Shopping Malls, and the Search for Home (60), a memoir about his experiences as a cosmopolitan traveler and
citizen of nowhere. Iyer’s experiences as someone who is not of the first world, but who also has the privilege to
travel to a degree that he acknowledges is “still the province of a tiny minority (and a relatively comfortable
minority at that)” (25), demonstrate the dangers of taking Bauman’s tourist/vagabond binary too literally, especially
when transposed along national boundaries. Nonetheless, his worries about the new levels of “mobility and
uprootedness” experienced by this privileged minority and his struggles to find a home while living the lifestyle of
Bauman’s tourist reiterate the discourse of mobility as a first-world problem (24), even as they challenge Bauman’s
neat dismissal of first-world feelings of unhomeliness and interrupt the association of travel with first-world
9
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especially tired, at least not to a debilitating degree—she visits a Pilates studio or a gym in each
city to exercise, attends all of her appointments, and sometimes travels long distances to eat—but
instead feels weird. This feeling is as much provoked by the events of the plot as by her travels—
“something in [her life’s] recent texture seems to belong to someone else” (194), she claims at
one point. Even with the explicit focus on jet lag, then, this suggests that the novel is not treating
the travel as a problem but rather the mystery in which Cayce becomes embedded. However, it is
only Cayce’s travels that allow the other strange events in her life to progress, and the
progression of the investigation and the anxieties it provokes are manifested largely in the
continual need to change locations rapidly. Moreover, jet lag and the resulting feelings of
alienation begin before the investigation. Thus, the novel uses the symptoms of jet lag as an
illustration of the larger anxieties and dislocations not of Cayce’s involvement in the
investigation, specifically, but rather those of her lifestyle more broadly. In the end, her
alienation lifts due to the return of her soul to her as she vacations and rests in Paris, but that is
only “for the meantime,” implying that soul delay is an inevitable part of her life (356).10

neocolonial powers by invoking the notion of postcolonial diaspora. His insistence on the need for a new
understanding of home and his discovery of home in the foreign, in conjunction with his descriptions of similarities
in the cities he visits and of airports as cities that themselves offer every first-world convenience (45), also remind
us that first-world travelers experience their travel as a form of displacement despite the familiarity and material
comfort they maintain throughout.
Ursula K. Heise connects the opening passage’s description of jet lag, in which “the technological acceleration
and global mobility of human bodies outpace the adaptation capabilities of the mind” (211), to a whole body of
postmodern theory, including Jameson’s claim that human beings are incapable of cognitively mapping the space of
global capitalism (212). She argues that Pattern Recognition, like many cyberpunk novels, uses both physical travel
and travel in/through cyberspace, both of which reflect the spatial compression of globalization, in order to contrast
the “disorientation and alienation” of the former with the latter’s potential for both community and subversion, as it
is, at least partially, “not subsumed by the logic of global markets” (228-31). The novel demonstrates this contrast
through Cayce’s involvement in the Fetish:Footage:Forum. “It is a way now, approximately,” she observes, “of
being at home. The forum has become one of the most consistent places in her life, like a familiar café that exists
somehow outside of geography and beyond time zones” (4). That she is able to feel at home there is the focus of
Heise’s discussion. However, that she needs F:F:F in the first place is an equally vital point. Although this novel
does not treat access to digital space as a problem, itself a form of first-world-problems discourse, its positive
portrayal nonetheless highlights the challenges of physical travel. Moreover, even if those challenges are tied, as
10
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In addition to her struggles with jet lag, Cayce experiences travel as a problem due to her
position as a “post-tourist.” Citing Paul Fussell, James V. Koch, and Horst Jarky’s “Travel,
Tourism, and International Understanding,” Nilak Datta writes that post-tourism is characterized
by “the prevalence of ‘boredom, annoyance, disgust, disillusion,’ and ‘anger’” resulting from the
fact that “the world as he or she sees it is not a place where any sort of stable meaning or
enjoyment is to be found” (15). In short, postmodernism’s crisis of stable meanings as well as the
homogenizing forces of contemporary capitalism have spoiled the fun of tourism, such that posttourists are aware, as Cayce is, of the artificiality of tourist experiences and the diminishing
distinctions between home and abroad due to that artificiality (18). Dean MacCannell, whose
study of tourism is largely a celebration of both the touristic impulse and the industry, similarly
expresses concern about the effects of globalization on the tourist experience, arguing that
locations are now marketed and sold as “destinations,” thus allowing the tourists’ real desire to
see the world to be supplanted by a manufactured desire for an artificial version of the world
(195-96). The symbols of the local, he argues, have replaced the local (199). This is one way in
which Pattern Recognition engages in a discourse that problematizes first-world travel,
demonstrating a skepticism about the packaged experiences of tourism and of the ways in which
globalization has diminished differences between the places Cayce visits.
At first, of course, the novel demonstrates how the differences between the cities, rather
than the lack of them, exacerbate Cayce’s alienation. She thinks of London as a “mirror-world,”
noting all the fine differences between it and the United States that disrupt her sense of

Heise argues, to how physical travel has become implicated in the logic of global capitalism, the treatment of the
experience of travel as a problem helps cast Cayce and other first-world travelers as victims of that larger economic
system rather than people who benefit at others’ expense.
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normalcy: “The plugs on appliances are huge, triple-pronged, for a species of current that only
powers electric chairs, in America. Cars are reverse, left to right, inside; telephone handsets have
a different weight, a different balance; the covers of paperbacks look like Australian money” (2).
She has “no internalized surface map of this city,” and finds herself disoriented when she has to
take a cab from Camden to Notting Hill, calling the streets, with their “stomach-clenching
roundabouts,” a “maze to be negotiated only by locals and cabdrivers” (26). It takes a couple
days and some interaction with the locals before she starts “to feel like she’s really [t]here” (36).
In Tokyo, the feeling of difference intensifies; she sees the view out the window as deeply
strange, “a remarkably virtual-looking skyline, a floating jumble of electric Lego, studded with
odd shapes you somehow wouldn’t see elsewhere” (127). In Russia, that sense of difference is at
its most acute, and her brain keeps comparing the “streetscape” to those in other, more familiar
places: “but really it’s like Vienna, except it isn’t, and really it’s like Stockholm, except it isn’t”
(276). Boone Chu, her partner in her investigation, dismisses the idea that London, at least, is
different enough to count as a mirror-world, saying “This is just more of our stuff.” Cayce
disagrees, insisting on the importance of the differences in the “bits and pieces” (105). Her
response, however, only emphasizes the essential similarity between the places. As discussed in
the previous chapter, unhomeliness emerges when difference intrudes upon the familiar. It is the
lack of real fundamental difference that makes the changes in the bits and pieces so noticeable. It
is not an entirely different place; it is a mirror, reflecting the familiar back to her. Moreover, the
similarities are increasing. Chu describes the eventual consequences of Blue Ant’s business
model as an elimination of difference: “no borders, pretty soon there’s no mirror to be on the
other side of” (105).
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Such elimination of difference exacerbates rather than diminishes Cayce’s sense of
dislocation. MacCannell connects the continued desire for travel in the globalized world to an
inherent feeling of displacement engendered by the homogenizing forces of globalization and
their disruption of local signifiers of home: “The more homogeneous their world, the more
frenetically they will have to travel in it, to leave home and return . . . in order to seem to have a
home” (200). The loss of local signifiers means that the differences that allow one to recognize
home in opposition to not-home are erased.11 Link’s observation that Cayce’s sense of
globalization’s effects is “largely an undefined nostalgia for local color” is reflective of one of
the major threads of criticism of globalization in the west (220), which voices concern, from the
position of western tourists, about homogenization and the death of the local. First-world
concerns about cultural homogenization are articulated from a subject position that regards the
local cultures not only as essentialized and discrete entities but as objects for our consumption.12
Because the novel depicts other first-world cities and their fundamental familiarity, there
is not significant evidence of the fetish for local color beyond the desire for authenticity Link
observes in Cayce’s footage fandom, but there is nonetheless a clear thread of anxiety about how
homogenized the world has supposedly become. Even with the way certain brands are
recontextualized in foreign spaces, Cayce still feels threatened by the penetration of the Tommy
Iyer makes a similar point, writing that “in a world where we have to work hard to sustain a sense of home, we
have to exert ourselves just as much to sustain a sense of the Other” (285).
11

Douglas J. Goodman observes that arguments from first-world critics about cultural homogenization carry with
them troubling assumptions about foreign cultures and that such worries “could be nothing more than the complaint
of a tourist that the picturesque poverty has been replaced by a western-style prosperity” (347). Melissa L. Caldwell
and Eriberto P. Lozada, Jr., make a similar point, warning against the fetishization of the local in the face of
globalization, observing that “attempts to define and recover ‘the local’ are in fact more focused on recovering and
fetishizing the idea of ‘the local’” (503), which is “shorthand for communities untouched by modern conveniences
and civilization and who engage in cultural practices that are unique, static and exotic—or, better yet, primitive”
(501).
12
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Hilfiger brand into London. In fact, it is because she expected to be protected from it there,
because she “was not expecting it,” that it provokes such an intense reaction, an “avalanche,”
“[a] mountainside of Tommy coming down on her head” (17). In this specific instance, London
is not different enough; it is made too familiar by the global spread of American brands. The
presence of British punk rocker Billy Prion on her flight to Tokyo, after she had just seen him
meeting with her friend Voytek as a potential patron for an art project Voytek is working on,
makes her feel paranoid. “If it’s that small a world, it starts to smell funny,” she observes (123).
Even without the added information that Prion is visiting Tokyo to help advertise Bikkle, a
Japanese soft drink (132), a fact reflective of the globalization of culture that would give a
British artist cachet in Japan, Cayce’s fear of a shrinking world is indicative of a resistance to the
homogenizing forces of globalization specifically as they affect her experience of the world, her
ability to avoid the markers of one locality in a different one.
Her concern over homogenization is clearest in her visit to Russia. Even on Cayce’s
flight there, she “experiences a kind of pseudo-nostalgia for [her father’s] version of Aeroflot,”
sad that the accommodations on the plane are so similar to what she experienced on the way to
Tokyo (264). She is struck by “the density of commercial language” at the airport. She feels a
sense of “nagging low-level dissonance” at the way her hotel room resembles an imperfect
attempt to replicate “a Western hotel room from the eighties” (272). She is confronted with the
logo of Prada and has to suppress “the urge to cringe” (270), a less serious reiteration of her
encounter with Tommy Hilfiger in London. She also fears the loss of specific local traditions—
the frequent toasts during meals that she has been taught to expect, for example—in a world in
which “all experience” has “been reduced, by the spectral hand of marketing, to price-point
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variations on the same thing” (341). Moreover, Cayce’s privileged awareness of the process of
homogenization makes her the perfect post-tourist. Because “[s]he knows too much about the
processes responsible for the way a product is positioned,” because she is “[c]omplicit in
whatever it is that gradually makes London and New York feel more like each other,” she cannot
“become just another lost tourist” (193). There is no authenticity for her in the tourist experience,
“doubting” as she does that “there is much else going on” besides marketing, and this fact, in
conjunction with her soul delay, leaves her wishing for a different life than the one she is living
(194). In short, Cayce is suspicious of the exact processes that enable her to travel and the exact
effects that allow her to maintain a consistent lifestyle while she does so. George Ritzer describes
this same tension in first-world tourists’ attitudes toward homogenization in The
McDonaldization of Society,13 writing that “some people are more willing to travel to far-off
locales because they know that their ability to adjust to those settings will be made easier by the
existence of familiar McDonaldized settings” while “there are others who . . . may be disinclined
to travel to at least some places because they know they have been so highly McDonaldized”
(161). Cayce represents both attitudes, and in doing so frames the process of homogenization and
the economic forces behind it primarily as issues that affect her enjoyment of travel.
In short, Pattern Recognition both continues a trend of obfuscation of differences in
mobility and the effects of the tourism industry and casts first-world travel experiences as fraught
with tension emerging from experiences of dislocation that are both inherent in travel itself and

McDonaldization refers to a form of economic rationalization, emphasizing efficiency, calculability, predictability,
and control through nonhuman technology, exemplified by the McDonald’s business model (12-15). Ritzer argues
that it is this philosophy of rationalization, above and beyond American brands themselves, that is being spread by
globalization.
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magnified by globalization’s effects on space. The result is that it reframes the privilege of
mobility as a burden, even minimizing the role of choice in the tourists’ life by focusing on
circumstances that compel travel in the first world beyond the obvious tourist drive for pleasure:
work and the need to gain access to knowledge or experiences that can only be obtained
elsewhere. The experiences of the tourists are not depicted as worse than the experiences of the
vagabonds, but only because the vagabonds are invisible, the tourists having appropriated their
experience of dislocation as a symbol for their own lives while separating dislocation from the
actual material conditions it is supposed to describe. Missing from this particular treatment of
mobility as a problem, however, is that just as dislocation is appropriated to describe at-will
travel, dispossession and homelessness are appropriated to describe the luxury of settling down
in one place. Paul Auster’s Sunset Park illustrates this tendency.
Auster’s Sunset Park and Homeless Tourism
Paul Auster’s Sunset Park, set during the Great Recession, centers on a group of squatters
living in a house in the Sunset Park area of Brooklyn. Not a story about the homeless underclass
struggling to find shelter in the city, the novel instead focuses on a group of young white
academics and artists who choose to squat as both a personally redemptive experience and a way
to save money for other things.14 Bing Nathan, the originator of the idea, is joined by his friend
Ellen Brice, an artist, her friend Alice Bergstrom, a doctoral student, and the protagonist Miles
Heller, a man on the run from possible statutory rape charges looking for a place to wait out the

The characters’ downward mobility may in some way be reflective of the economic struggles of Millennials who,
Steven Rattner of The New York Times writes, “are faced with a slow economy, high unemployment, stagnant wages
and student loans that constrict their ability both to maintain a reasonable lifestyle and to save for the future” (n.
pag.). However, these economic pressures are not clearly represented in the novel.
14
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months until his girlfriend Pilar turns eighteen.15 All of them leave behind or reject opportunities
in the formal housing market to embrace a life that simulates the lives of real homeless people.16
The novel depicts an act of poverty tourism, the consumption of the experiences of the
underclass by the relatively privileged, and suggests that such experiences are preferable to those
offered by the formal economy. Andrew Lawson writes, “Sunset Park charts a newly revealed
landscape of class, where a precariously located middle class begin to sense their own economic
vulnerability and structural affinity with the working class. But the poor are still not accurately
seen, contextualized, or regarded for very long” (62). At issue is not this absence, however, nor
the absence of the poor in the neocolonized world,17 but the implications of the first-world poor
being replaced in the narrative by members of the first-world middle class who live a simulation
of the lives of the marginalized. The novel depicts informalization, which McMichael defines as
“the casualization of labor via corporate restructuring and the development of new forms of
I use this word in spite of how it disavows the criminal nature of his relationship with her because it is what he
considers her and what she considers herself.
15

I am using homelessness to refer strictly to the material condition of having no access to formal housing. By
extension, home or the ability to be homed refers to having access to formal housing and homeliness refers to the
condition of stability and settled-ness formal housing enables (if not necessarily provides). Thus, the Venn diagram
illustrating homelessness and Bauman’s concept of vagabondage is not at all a perfect circle; vagabondage is, as
Bauman describes it, more a condition of social and economic exclusion and insecurity than necessarily one of
persistent material deprivation. Of course, these two conditions overlap, as evidenced by high rates of homelessness
and dependence on informal housing in the neocolonized world; “50 percent of the population of the global South”
live in slums, according to Phillip McMichael (212). It is also evidenced by the patterns of exclusion of the homeless
and restrictions on their access to space within the first-world. Don Mitchell writes that laws have been passed that
criminalize public sleeping, that make informal labor like washing windows illegal, and that institute harsher
enforcement of laws limiting public urination (306-307). Additionally, Robert Rosenberger, in an article for The
Atlantic, describes and includes pictures of several ways in which public spaces are designed to exclude the
homeless, including “benches designed to discourage sleeping” and spikes that poke up from the pavement in areas
where the homeless might lie down (n. pag.). This policing of their mobility makes their lives more closely resemble
those of Bauman’s vagabonds and my discussion of the homeless presumes their limited freedom to move.
16

Although there are some distinctions to be made between first-world poor and the global poor in terms of specific
material and social conditions, my definition of first-world privilege, as noted in the introduction, neither depends
upon those distinctions nor denies the existence of marginalization and poverty in the US, making clarification of
those differences unnecessary.
17
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individual and collective livelihood strategies” (213), as a solution to middle-class problems of
alienation rather than as a manifestation of the injustice perpetuated by global capitalism.18 It
also casts stability and homeliness as a source of emotional suffering. In these ways, the novel
decontextualizes its characters’ freedom to move between neighborhoods from their class
privilege while at the same time positing their freedom to settle down as a problem, allowing the
first-world problem of what Catherine Jurca calls “sentimental dispossession” to overwrite the
marginalization of redundant labor forces in both the first world and the neocolonized world.
Hans Pruijt identifies five categories of squatting in urban areas in advanced economies
based on different motives, including deprivation-based squatting (done to avoid pavementdwelling), squatting as an alternative housing strategy (done to save money), entrepreneurial
squatting (done to house businesses without paying rent), conservational squatting (done to
preserve buildings), and political squatting (done to protest high rents or unfair housing practices
and policies). The first two are distinguished from each other by the need of the person.
Deprivation-based squatting is done by the first-world homeless, substituting the occupation of
empty buildings for the large-scale creation of slums and shantytowns seen in the neocolonized

McMichael writes that “cycles of expansion and contraction of formal economic activity, or the concentration of
resources in fewer corporate hands, generates informalization,” which “involves people working on the fringes of
the market, performing casual and unregulated (often outsourced) labor, working in cooperative arrangements, street
vending, or pursuing what are deemed illegal economic activities” (210). This includes alternative forms of housing,
including squatting and pavement dwelling, as well as the construction of slums and shantytowns. Globalization
promotes informalization to increase labor flexibility, reduce costs, drive down wages in the formal economy, and
cede responsibility for the marginalized (215). He notes that “whether informal culture is a real alternative or simply
an unrecognized or impoverished margin of the formal culture depends on the context,” because, for instance, the
“revival of subsistence farming may improve living standards” (210). However, informal housing carries significant
risks not associated with formal housing: in slums in the neocolonized world, diseases are common, access to water
irregular (212), and the risk of violent eviction constant (215-16). Informal labor also carries risks; for instance,
agricultural work done by women throughout the neocolonized world involves “weak labor rights, casualization,
low wages, long hours, lax health and safety practices, gender stereotyping, and sexual harassment” (214).
18
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world.19 Squatting as an alternative housing strategy, on the other hand, is largely a middle-class
phenomenon driven by “students or downwardly mobile individuals who have dedicated
themselves to activities that bring few financial rewards” (25). It is this category into which
Sunset Park’s characters fall. Bing in particular makes a point of rejecting more conventional,
formal employment and housing opportunities. He has started a business providing a service no
one wants, the repair of “battered artifacts” that are of no use in the digital era that he rejects. He
also plays in a jazz band because and not in spite of the fact that he knows “jazz is dead and only
the happy few are interested in it anymore” (72), such that the band only plays “two or three gigs
a month” and they “barely earn enough to cover the costs of their rehearsal space” (76). This is
despite his having useful skills and knowledge that make the squatting experiment possible,
including “carpentry, plumbing and electrical wiring” (77). In short, he is a man who actively
rejects the many routes to success available to him to instead live on a much smaller income.
These decisions reflect a contrarian worldview.20 Bing is a “militant debunker of
contemporary life” prone to “peevish gestures that accomplish little or nothing even in the short

Because squatters in the US are often occupying buildings, not just land, they are able to live something much
closer to the lifestyle afforded by formal housing than slum-dwellers can manage. While in any case informal
housing strategies are characterized by insecurity and the threat of eviction and arrest, first-world urban and
suburban squatting, usually the occupation of empty apartments or foreclosed homes, does not carry with it the same
material risks as slum-dwelling, where limited access to clean water and trash and waste removal results in major
health risks and the whole settlement can be destroyed at any time (“Squatter Cities and Slums”).
19

Such contrarianism has long been common to youth cultures, many of which have shared Bing’s anti-consumerist
attitudes and have involved rejections of mainstream institutions, occupations, and definitions of prosperity—the
Beats, the hippies, punk, grunge, etc. all involve downclassing (or the performance thereof) as a form of rebellion.
But Bing carries the markers of a hipster, including his distaste for technology. Bing’s association with the hipster
subculture highlights the hypocrisies and dangers of his downclassing experiment, as the hipster, Mark Greif argues,
“is that person, overlapping with declassing or disaffiliating groupings . . . who in fact aligns himself both with rebel
subcultures and with the dominant class, and opens up a poisonous conduit between the two” (n. pag.). Despite
associations with environmentalist and anti-capitalist political movements, hipsters are a product of neoliberalism.
Greif identifies the movement as explicitly pro-consumerist, despite its rejection of mainstream forms of
consumption, because it treats supposedly oppositional consumer choices as not only a form of resistance but a
marker of distinction and authenticity, even “a form of art.” n+1’s panel discussion of hipsters as a group also
illustrates another important issue surrounding the novel’s depiction of downclassing—they are, as a whole,
20
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run” except “to ennoble him in his own eyes” (71-72). He desires “to stand in opposition to
things-as-they-are,” what he thinks of as “a throwaway culture spawned by the greed of profitdriven corporations” that has made American life “ever more shabby, ever more alienating, ever
more empty of meaning and consolidating purpose” (72), reducing the changes promoted by late
capitalism to an intellectual problem in American culture. However, he also “does not believe in
political action” and “takes it for granted that the future is a lost cause” (71-72). He thus sees
their occupation of the house only as “an opportunity to put his ideas to the test,” to effect
change only in “the small, circumscribed sphere of his own life” rather than changing the system
(71). He also justifies squatting as a way to keep the actual underclass, whom he dismisses as
“vandals and arsonists” and “a menace to the well-being of the community,” from occupying or
“pillag[ing]” the house themselves (76). In short, he simultaneously glorifies the survival
strategies of the homeless and excludes homeless people. Moreover, he tells Miles when he
issues the invitation that brings him to Sunset Park that he and the rest of the squatters are
benefitting from the economic downturn. Though “each morning they wake up to the threat of
immediate and forcible eviction,” they have been protected because “with the city buckling
under the pressure of economic hard times, so many government jobs have been lost that the
little band from Sunset Park seems to be flying under the municipal radar” (38). In that sense, he
knowingly takes advantage of other people’s economic crises, celebrating not just
informalization but the creation of poverty and further homelessness itself.21

suburban whites who feel like they have been “missing out on culture,” tying the movement to the notion of
sentimental dispossession, and they have an enormous amount of cultural capital and class mobility even if they are
“income-poor…temporarily.” Hipsters thus have metaphorical mobility in their ability to move down the
socioeconomic ladder by choice and physical mobility that allows them to move in and out of the poor working class
and ethnic neighborhoods to which they move, as do the characters in Sunset Park.
21

Bing’s association with the hipster subculture, tied as it is to the process of gentrification, also invites attention to
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The novel’s celebration of informalization emphasizes it as a form of resistance allowing
Bing and the others to rise above the “shabby,” “alienating,” and “empty” consumerist culture of
mainstream America through their embrace of informal housing.22 First-world literary
representations of the informal economy have tended to treat the ingenuity and communitybuilding involved as attractive strategies of resistance.23 Sunset Park’s emphasis on how the
decision to squat solves the characters’ problems, as well as on the planning and strategies
needed to make it work,24 contribute to this conception of informalization as a set of clever
practices that empower their users. Moreover, the invocation of anti-consumerist ideology in

the process within the neighborhood of Sunset Park, not yet gentrified in the 2008 setting of the novel but on its way
in 2016, according to New York Times writer David Gonzalez (n. pag.), and makes his attempts to exclude the poor
from the neighborhood both prescient and even more disturbing.
Pattern Recognition’s substitution of an artist class for the real underclass also participates in the romanticization
of informal labor and informal housing as a lifestyle choice. In the case of Pattern Recognition, the informal
network in which Cayce becomes involved in London is separate from the large corporate system to which she is so
allergic; the products being collected and sold have no logos to bother her. Her friend Voytek’s sister Magda makes
hats, for instance, that are nondescript enough that they do not aggravate her fashion allergy (83). Moreover, this
network also offers access to a community that provides assistance to Cayce throughout the novel, and even
ultimately nets Cayce the email address of the footage’s distributor; Voytek’s friend Ngemi brings her to an exintelligence operative, Baranov, who calls in a favor to get her the information in exchange for an item he wants for
his collection (240). Although Baranov’s ability to provide that email address stems from relationships formed in the
formal, legitimate sector of government work (347), he is relying on informal exchange—calling in favors—and,
moreover, it is only through the community of collectors that Cayce meets him. In this instance, the novel steps
away from the insulated experience of the tourist, but its representation of this informal network as both a collection
of individuals whose hobbies and passions have led them away from the normal patterns of work and consumption
and as a site of community not provided elsewhere contribute to a vision of informalization as preferable to formal
labor.
22

For instance, Thomas Heise sees this operating in Don DeLillo’s Underworld, in which the novel’s tunneldwelling underclass “poach on the dominant culture’s spaces and power” and create “new forms of social solidarity
and social regeneration” (243, 245). Although Heise argues that the novel does not excuse poverty by
acknowledging the development of these systems, he does say that DeLillo “runs the risk of romanticizing the
ghetto” (244-45). However, his summary of the novel’s treatment of underworlds as “sites of ingenuity and coalition
building through which neglected and exiled urban residents take possession of their own geographies, remaking
them as a means of exercising power in the postmodern landscape” itself casts informalization as first and foremost
a form of political resistance to capitalism rather than a condition of extreme marginalization (221).
23

These skills and strategies include the carpentry skills Bing has used to help fix the place up, the story they have
agreed upon to convince people that the house is theirs by right (90), and the “various routines and protocols” they
follow, each fulfilling a necessary task and “[p]ooling their resources” to help save money (126).
24
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Bing’s motivations for squatting frames the choice as an act of resistance to late capitalism as
opposed to a blatant celebration of one of its consequences.
Alice’s and Ellen’s motivations for squatting also contribute to the novel’s depiction of
informalization as a form of empowerment. Alice comes closest of the four to actually needing to
squat: “She had lost her apartment” and “doesn’t have the money to pay” to find a new one, and
her parents are unable to help her financially (89). Squatting is actually a practical decision for
her, then, grown of a desperation to find housing and to complete her dissertation so that she can
possibly attain the career for which she has worked. Moreover, she is not oblivious to class; she
dislikes the way her boyfriend talks about his students, “mostly poor, working-class immigrants”
who are “attending school while holding down jobs” (93). Unlike Bing, who sees himself as
protecting the neighborhood from the real poor, Alice identifies with their struggle to work and
go to school at the same time (93). She was an adjunct professor working for “less than the
minimum wage” and not having any time to make any progress on her dissertation before
leaving for a part-time job, fifteen hours a week, working for PEN (226). Thus, though she, like
Bing, has willingly sacrificed her ability to make enough money to pay the rent, she has, unlike
Bing, done it for the sake of her future and the work PEN does rather than a personal philosophy.
Whereas Alice’s story suggests the possibility of the experiment as a financially
necessary act rather than a quest for a new experience, Ellen’s suggests that the quest for new
experiences is in itself materially necessary, an attempt to break free of an oppressive emotional
state. Ellen is not as clearly desperate as Alice. She leaves other housing to live with the group
(106), and although she worries that she will be fired from her real estate job, for which she is
“ill-suited” (107), there is never a point where she voices concern about money. She has lived
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successfully on her own for five years. Like Bing, then, she is in it for the experience; unlike
Bing, that experience is one of intimacy with her friends; she “feels emboldened by the risk they
have taken together” (106). However, squatting is not, at first, the answer to her problems; rather,
“there have been times, many times in fact, when being with them has only made things worse”
(106). She suffers from feelings of inadequacy and loneliness and from the symptoms of her
mental illness, for which she has stopped taking her medication and which causes her to have
extreme fantasies of both a sexual and a violent or destructive nature (105-108). Although she is
not delusional, and far from mentally incompetent, her illness provokes in her feelings of
desperation which are her primary motivation for agreeing to squat. She and Alice serve to
disrupt the argument that the decision to squat is politically troubling or harmful by
foregrounding materially-grounded needs (strained finances, the difficulties of coping with a
mental illness) over a vague desire for something more meaningful.
Nonetheless, by choosing to squat when they have other options available to them, the
characters indulge the privilege that allows them to move into spaces belonging to the underclass
at will, while at the same time appropriating a source of informal housing that others need more,
as evidenced by Bing’s fears of the underclass who might have taken over the house in their
stead. They engage, in other words, in a form of tourism involving participation in the lifestyles
of the underclass. Amanda Grzyb begins a discussion of this kind of tourism by highlighting a
yoga studio’s advertisement for an “intensive three day street retreat,” a “downclassing
experiment” offering the opportunity to vacation in homelessness (55). She also connects
homeless tourism back to mobility, which here refers not only to the physical freedom to occupy
a space generally occupied by the homeless but also to the cultural and class mobility involved in
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adopting a lifestyle other than one’s own. She states that “this temporary transgression
simultaneously serves to reinforce class boundaries because the tourist traffic only flows in one
direction,” pointing out that no one is offering “suburban retreats” for the actual homeless (56).25
The right to downclass, to cross neighborhood boundaries to occupy the same spaces as the poor,
is one manifestation of the privilege of mobility, and, as with the privilege of international travel,
it tends to be unacknowledged by those who enjoy it.
In addition, the characters have the privilege of returning to their middle-class lives once
they have gotten what they wanted from the experience. There is a trend of voluntary
homelessness among middle-class youth that turns homeless tourism from a one-off
commodified experience to an extended lifestyle choice. Like the people on the street retreat, and
like the characters in Sunset Park, they can leave when they want.26 The characters’ ability to
return to the formal economy is underlined by the fact that, after four eviction notices, Ellen and
Alice decide they will have to leave (286). At this point, both of them have recovered from the
problems that prompted them to become squatters and are ready to move on to new things—
Alice has a draft of her dissertation almost complete and is, for the first time, considering her
next step, and Ellen has reunited with an old boyfriend, who has asked her to move in with him
(289, 295). This trajectory for both of them casts the decision to squat not only as a temporary

Likewise, while the economically privileged may choose to vacation in the informal economy, the marginalized
cannot make a place for themselves in the formal economy, and indeed the participation in informalization by the
economically privileged (those with cars to drive for Über, for instance, or homes to rent out through AirBnB) only
promotes further marginalization.
25

A blog post at Price-onomics describes the motivations of and the circumstances faced by such voluntary
homeless in San Francisco, finding that “[a] number had college degrees or left jobs in retail and construction,”
because “[e]mployment and income is a fun change of pace . . . but it’s not as if they’re antsy to escape their
homeless situation.” In short, “[m]ost of them seemed to be having fun” (“The Street Kids of San Francisco”).
26
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situation but as a step toward emotional growth and maturity, a representation of the decision as
not only innocent and innocuous, not only necessary despite the relative privilege of their lives,
but as, ultimately, the exact kind of personally ennobling endeavor that Bing imagines it to be.
Such a focus on the benefits of downclassing aligns the novel with the discourse on
mobility that casts the home as a problem. The decision to downclass has the effect of casting
privilege as a problem because the rejection of home in favor of homelessness casts the right to
be homed as a burden to be shed. American discourse about spatial segregation often focuses on
the dissatisfaction experienced by those with the privilege of being homed. Jurca provides
analysis of the tendency of American novels to treat the suburbs as a kind of “white diaspora,” a
place of dislocation and dispossession. She writes, “In a paradox that is fundamental to novels
about the suburbs, white middle-class characters are homeowners, as the expression goes, who
are plagued by the problem of homelessness” (4), a metaphorical appropriation of homelessness
to illustrate an intellectual or spiritual condition. Many of these novels, she points out, are
engaged in criticism of suburban culture, much in the same way that many of the novels I am
discussing are critical of the culture of late capitalism. However, she argues that the criticism is
“predicated on their disavowal of the very real privileges that the suburb has offered those who
live there” (6). These works play a role in “promoting a fantasy of victimization that reinvents
white flight as the persecution of those who flee, turns material advantages into artifacts of
spiritual and cultural oppression, and sympathetically treats affluent homeowners as the
emotionally dispossessed” (8-9).27 Jurca’s work contextualizes Sunset Park’s characters’

27

Jennifer Joyce Kissko implies along with both Jurca and Kaplan that the troping of homelessness and
displacement—that is, the commodification of stories of homelessness and the adoption of homelessness as a
metaphor—further marginalizes the groups whose experiences are being borrowed as symbolism by obscuring
material differences and privilege and treating the experiences of the privileged as problems. Of course,
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homeless tourism within a history of rejections of the comfort of middle-class domesticity and
makes clear that poverty tourism is indicative of a dissatisfaction or boredom with the exact
conditions of privilege that make such vacationing possible. It operates as an overt rejection of
the very privilege that such tourists are simultaneously employing.
It is in Miles’s story that the novel most clearly treats home as a problem in this manner.
By downplaying the voluntary nature of his decision to squat, by representing his vacation in
vagabondage as therapeutic, and by directly exploring the emotional distress associated with
home, the novel obfuscates the real conditions of poverty and informalization while representing
the promise of home as a threatening falsehood. More overtly than any other character, Miles has
“spurned the trappings of his once privileged life” to seek out a more authentic one elsewhere
(11), representing the discourse that treats material privilege, especially in the form of the home
and domestic goods, as a problem. However, that rejection of his upper-middle-class homeliness
is only the indirect cause of his decision to squat. As a younger man, Miles cut off contact with
his parents and dropped out of college in the aftermath of his step-brother’s death, for which he
feels responsible—he pushed him into the street during an argument and he was hit by a car (25).
His decision to cut off contact is less a result of the trauma and more a result of having overheard
his father and step-mother arguing about him and struggling to understand his emotional
coldness and distance (27-28). Now, “to the best of his knowledge he has no ambitions,” and his
only real accomplishment “in the seven and a half years since he dropped out of college” has
been that he has “pared down his desires to what is now approaching a bare minimum.” He

appropriating homelessness as a metaphor for another form of suffering does, at least, presuppose that the condition
of homelessness is not desirable, but nonetheless reduces the homeless to metaphors for the experience of the
privileged and suggests that the experiences being clarified are more significant than the experiences that are being
reduced to and used as a metaphor.
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prides himself on being able to live a life with “no plans, which is to say, to have no longings or
hopes, to be satisfied with your lot” (6). He has, in short, rejected the kind of desires that drive
consumption as well as the stability and homeliness of middle-class domesticity.
However, his rejection of a life of domestic comfort is not total—he does, in fact, have a
job and an apartment and has stayed in the same place long enough to save up twelve thousand
dollars, plus six months’ worth of rent money (52-53). He has not turned his back on those basic
privileges of having a place to stay, a stable residence that is his by legal right, and objects with
which he may furnish that space—mostly books, which he thinks of as “not luxuries so much as
necessities” (7)—that also belong to him and allow him to make the place comfortable and
homely. He also has a desire to indulge in the privilege of being able to go somewhere else; “[i]f
not for the girl, he would probably leave before the month was out. He has saved up enough
money to go anywhere he wants” (7). He is tired of the Florida sunshine and of his job, and he
has the means to move if he wants. In short, despite his supposed rejection of the material
advantages with which he grew up, he maintains the privilege of mobility in both his freedom to
stay and his freedom to move.
He chooses to stay in Florida for the sake of his relationship with Pilar until her sister
threatens to turn him into the police for statutory rape as revenge for his refusal to steal from the
foreclosed houses he cleans out to provide gifts for her family. Although Miles is definitely,
knowingly, unashamedly guilty of the crime he has chosen to commit, and exercises his privilege
by moving to evade punishment, the novel casts his return to New York and decision to squat as
an involuntary dislocation, not a choice—he has to leave Florida until Pilar turns eighteen. Bing
has already invited him to stay with them in Sunset Park, and joining them is his only immediate
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option because he leaves most of the money that would have allowed him to go “anywhere he
wants” with Pilar so she can continue to stay in his apartment (52-53). He is, in a greater sense
than the rest of the group, actually dislocated, displaced from the place he wishes to stay.
Although his ascetic’s life in Florida was a voluntary rejection of a greater level of
domesticity to which he once had access, his life in Sunset Park is a product of desperation and
external forces impinging on his freedom to stay in Florida or to move somewhere else and
establish something more stable; he describes himself as “a prisoner serving out his time in a
dreary part of Brooklyn” (135). He observes about the area:
There is something dead about the place, he finds, the mournful emptiness of poverty and
immigrant struggle, an area without banks or bookstores, only check-cashing operations
and a decrepit public library, a small world apart from the world where time moves so
slowly that few people bother to wear a watch. (131)
He recognizes, in other words, the separateness of this space from mainstream society, the clear
sense of not just boundaries but exclusion and neglect, the absence of basic services, the limited
options for participation in the market or civil society. That is the space in which he is now a
prisoner, much like the other people unable to escape that underserved neighborhood and others
like it. The narrative thus not only aligns Miles with these impoverished, marginalized people,
but allows the dreariness of their lives to inform his suffering. These details of the neighborhood
matter not because they affect the poor, who are invisible—note that he describes the abstract
concept of “poverty and immigrant struggle” rather than poor people and immigrants—but
because they highlight his discontentment. The reluctant nature of his participation in the
squatting experiment confuses the line between actual homelessness and the choice to use
informal housing. By making him a “prisoner” and downplaying that he, like the others,
voluntarily adopts an informal housing strategy, the novel allows his circumstances to stand in
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for actual homelessness, a condition that is rendered invisible by its replacement with a
simulation.
Despite his feelings about the neighborhood, being in New York, an opportunity made
possible by the availability of the house in Sunset Park, proves therapeutic for Miles. It allows
him a chance to reconnect with his biological mother and his father. These reunions allow him to
expiate his guilt over the death of his step-brother by finally telling his father the truth (276).
New York is until the eviction a safe, comfortable place filled with friends. He enjoys Bing’s
“high spirits and lunging goodwill” (123), develops an “ever-growing responsibility to protect”
Ellen (132), indulges in literary conversations with Alice (133). Pilar even comes to visit him,
making the place temporarily less of a prison even in his own perception. Sunset Park operates
for him like a real home, a place where he belongs. When they receive the first eviction notice
and Bing says he refuses to leave their home, Miles agrees wholeheartedly, saying “That’s the
spirit” (252). He has, in short, found a sense of community by vacationing (however unwillingly)
as homeless.
The group is ultimately violently evicted, but contextualizing that event within a series of
other disruptions to home and homeliness within the novel illustrates that the novel highlights
not the risks of informal housing, specifically, but a general lack of stability, permanence, and
homeliness in our culture.28 The eviction is only the last in a series of disruptions of home for
Miles. The first was his parents’ divorce and his effective abandonment by his mother. Then

This is illustrated, as well, by the novel’s repeated considerations of The Best Years of Our Lives, a film that is the
subject of Alice’s dissertation and that depicts the disruption of home and the “difficulties” soldiers face after
“return[ing] to their families” (97), having “lost their appetite for domesticity, their feel for home” (98). The use of
this film as a demonstration of the theme of disruption to home and homeliness suggests that it is not a new
condition nor tied in any way to globalization, which is of course true, no matter how much globalization’s
time/space compression has called our attention to such issues.
28
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there was the death of his step-brother. Next there was the conversation he overheard that
essentially forced him out of his parents’ lives. Then came the disruption of his life in Florida.
This continual loss of home is not specific to Miles, either. The novel’s opening uses the
foreclosed houses, each one “a story of failure,” of “scattered lives” and “vanished families” (3),
as a symbol of the impermanence of home, which the ending reiterates. Miles “thinks about the
missing buildings, the collapsed and burning buildings that no longer exist . . . and he wonders if
it is worth hoping for a future when there is no future” (307). The invocation of September 11 as
an image of disruption and the loss of home suggests that there is no future and no hope when
such destruction—and violation of the boundaries of the home(land)—is possible. Moreover, it
also suggests that Miles’s rejection of plans for the future, of any hope of the normal life his
privilege should provide him, is a natural response to the constant potential for loss.
As it is the privilege of having a home that invites the pain of losing it, it follows, the
rejection of traditional domesticity, including the embrace of homelessness, offers the possibility
of protection from such suffering. This conclusion, furthermore, has implications for how the
whole squatting experiment, and not just Miles’s arc, turns out. The problem becomes that, by
treating the place like their home, by expecting it to remain theirs long enough to support their
plans, they fell victim to the kind of loss that the condition of being homed provokes. In other
words, the novel posits an instability underlying the illusion of home that makes all forms of
domesticity ultimately as vulnerable to sudden disruption and destruction as informal housing
sites. Nothing is permanent, nothing is guaranteed. This is just as true for the privileged as it is
for the underclass, but the underclass, due to their forced participation in informalization, has the
advantage of knowing it. In that sense, the novel maintains both its appropriation of
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homelessness as a metaphor to describe its characters’ emotional lives and its celebration of
downclassing to the end, disavowing and problematizing its characters’ mobility simultaneously.
As a final note, Auster’s depiction of life in contemporary New York is strikingly lowtech. Bing’s preference for physical objects and rejection of “cell phones, computers, and all
things digital” seems to have permeated the entire narrative (72), which is set in an alien version
of 2008 wherein the Internet has no significant presence. This absence does not in itself offer any
kind of statement about the rise of information and communication technology, no matter Bing’s
belief that “the technological developments of the past decades have in fact only diminished the
possibilities of life” (71). It does, however, stand in stark contrast with Cosmopolis, though that
novel’s presentation of digital mobility in its high-tech version of New York raises similar
concerns about the effects of technological progress.
Cosmopolis and Digital Mobility
Eric Packer, the protagonist of Cosmopolis, is a man unbounded by geographical
limitations. Although he spends most of the novel inside a car that is stuck in a traffic jam, the
car’s connection to digital networks and his ability, granted by his wealth and influence, to bring
whatever or whomever he wants in any given moment into the car liberate him from the confines
of physical space. Ian Davidson emphasizes this contrast between the physically-bounded car
and the unbounded body, arguing that “what the car in the novel represents is not the ability to
move one person around one country, or the privacy of individualized transport, but through its
connectivity to move money, or the promise of money in the futures markets, from country to
country” (478-79). In other words, it represents an escape from the limitations of physical travel
through technology allowing for digital travel, tied explicitly to the demands of global
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capitalism. It is not just the movement of money that matters, however, but also the movement of
information and the translation of information from something dependent on human perception
to abstract data. Packer revels in the translation of his heartbeat into readable visual images (44),
and Randy Laist calls attention to a passage in which Packer celebrates data as “the heave of the
biosphere,” saying, “Our bodies and oceans were here, knowable and whole” (24). Laist argues
that this constitutes a kind of translation of the physical world into an entirely ontological and dematerialized form (“The Concept of Disappearance” 262). Although Laist maintains that the
novel suggests the possibility of transcendence through de-materialization, its grappling with the
issue problematizes digital mobility (and in particular the hypermobility Packer experiences due
to his wealth) in its current form as a cause of alienation from the self and the world while
naturalizing the rise of both digital technology and finance capitalism as a cultural moment of
which Packer is an object and not an agent.
Digital mobility and the resulting freedom from the constraints of physical space are the
product of the compression of space made possible by technology. Space becomes unbound from
human perception as travel becomes unbound from the body—the elites are, in effect, dematerialized, and meaning-making and decision-making processes are transferred from physical
space to cyberspace, which is “devoid of spatial dimensions” (17). Bauman emphasizes the
exclusivity of such spaces. Moreover, he argues that the creation of these spaces leaves physical
localities “stripped of meaning which has been transplanted into cyberspace,” and precipitates
the elimination of public spaces for communities who actually share space to meet (20-21). In
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other words, the exclusivity of cyberspace is not fundamentally the denial of luxury but the
denial of vital access to the spaces in which decisions are made.29
Nonetheless, American literature portrays the mobility offered by access to digital space
as excessive, mostly because of the perception that digital mobility alienates people from their
bodies. Scott Bukatman, in his discussion of the body and identity in science fiction, argues that
in digital space, “consciousness becomes separated from the body—it becomes the body itself”
(210). In fiction, this becomes a problem due to the concern that there is no subjectivity without
flesh—that is, without the grounding of the self within a body, which delimits the self (258-59).
Thus, in stories dealing with digital space, “the body becomes a floating signifier of crisis” (245)
and “a site of almost endless dissolution” (244). While Cosmopolis is not precisely a sciencefiction novel, it is very much about the effect of occupying digital space on those who have the
privilege of doing so, and Bukatman’s observations about how science fiction portrays digital

Of course, much has changed with regard to how widespread the use of the internet has become since Bauman
published Globalization in 1998. Jan Nederveen Pieterse writes that closing the digital divide has “become a
keynote in development policy” in the 21st century, mostly, he argues, for the sake of widening the spread of
cybercapitalism (167). He critiques the emphasis on information and communication technologies (ICT) as a
strategy for development because it prioritizes technological advancements that increase the speed of
communication for businesses and certain institutions over investment in resources that the public truly needs—the
example he uses is providing internet access in hospitals that do not have the medicine necessary to treat patients
(170). It may, then, be more accurate to view access to cyberspace not as just a site of inequality but as a
demonstration of the power of global elites to impose their desire for spatial compression upon poor nations to their
detriment. However, it is still the case that access to digital space is one of the major symptoms and signifiers of
material inequality between wealthy and poor nations. The World Bank’s 2013 statistics on internet use by country,
measured by percent of the population with access, list most African nations under ten percent and most Central and
South American nations under thirty percent, while the United States, Canada, and most of Western Europe have
over eighty percent (“Internet Users [Per 100 People]”). Despite Pieterse’s concerns about how ICT development
has been implemented, moreover, he acknowledges that a disparity in access—especially when access is more
broadly defined to include both the social conditions necessary for individuals to make use of the technology and
some control over the content—has consequences. The current western domination of digital spaces cannot be
alleviated by closing the digital divide, but it certainly has been allowed to develop because of the exclusivity those
spaces have enjoyed thus far.
29
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space’s effect on the physical body contextualize DeLillo’s treatment of mobility through
technology within a larger trend in American literature.
The de-materialization that digital mobility provokes causes Packer and his colleagues to
feel profoundly alienated from physical space, which is not to say that digital space is unhomely
in itself, but that access to it disrupts the homeliness of the physical environment. “People did not
touch each other” in the city; “[t]here was a pact of untouchability” (66). Packer is prone to
feelings of solipsism as a result of this lack of touch: “Nothing existed around him. There was
only the noise in his head, the mind in time” (6). His employees feel the same sense of nothing
existing around them. One, Shiner, complains of feelings of disconnection, that in spite of the
fact that “[p]eople eat and sleep in the shadow of what . . . [they] do,” he can “put out [his] hand”
and not feel anything (14). Another, Michael Chin, complains of feeling “located totally
nowhere” (23). Such existential difficulties are an immediate focus of the novel, as the narration
discusses Packer’s sleeplessness and his struggle to ease “the stir of restless identities” and to get
beyond the “self-haunted and synthetic” quality of his actions (5). His feelings of being
“insubstantial” can only be combatted by looking at the tower where he lives, which gives him
“strength and depth” (8). In short, Packer struggles with an inability to construct a coherent and
meaningful sense of self. This manifests in a habit of second-guessing and revising his
thoughts—“This was something he said for effect and he didn’t believe it for an instant. He
believed it for an instant but only just” (10). He also worries about his ability to live up to his
existing self-conception. He reveals to Shiner that he is preoccupied with their reputation, their
“legend,” and whether they still have the “relentless will” needed to succeed (12). Despite the
novel’s preoccupation with the mediation of camera images and the capacity for those images to
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carry the weight of reality—he watches an image of his own death on the screen on his watch
and accepts it as the inevitable future (206)—Packer is not overly concerned with the image he
presents. He remarks to his head of finance that he “chooses not to demarcate his territory with
driblets of piss” (39). His concern for his ability to live up to his reputation is more a concern
about his ability to continue to succeed at his job than any loss of face. In any case, Packer has
become as alienated from himself as he is from other people.
In response to this alienation, he attempts to ground himself in physical space, walking
through the forty-eight rooms of his apartment and “absorbing what was there, deeply seeing,
retaining every fleck of energy in rays and waves” whenever he feels “hesitant and depressed”
(7-8). He obsesses over his physical health and is threatened by his bodyguard Torval’s “burley
presence,” which “engaged Eric’s sense of his own physical authority, his standards of force and
brawn” (19). On some days he wants to “talk to people’s faces, live in meat space” as opposed to
communicating through the mediation of technology (63). He seeks out physical activity,
“pulling weighted metal sleds, doing curls and bench presses in stoic repetitions that ate away the
day’s tumults and compulsions” (7), and physical intimacy (however fleeting) in the form of
sexual encounters with multiple women. The novel suggests, then, a desire for reconnection with
the world. All the same, he wants his car to be “a platonic replica, weightless for all its size, less
an object than an idea” (10), and glories in the idea of the emptiness of all the bank buildings,
which he calls “the end of the outside world”: “They weren’t here, exactly. They were in the
future, a time beyond geography and touchable money and the people who stack and count it”
(36). In other words, independence from the physical sphere is enormously alluring to him, but
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so is the physical world to which he is no longer able to feel connected. He lives a liminal
existence between the physical and digital worlds, not able to fully enjoy the benefits of either.
The most direct cause of Packer’s current existential crisis is his inability to “figure out
the yen” (190), a demonstration of the imperfect relationship between the material and the digital
worlds and the inability of data to fully account for the unruliness of material reality. He and his
colleagues spend the day in a panic over the continued rise of the yen against which they have
bet enormous sums of money; “the situation was, broadly, that he was borrowing yen at
extremely low interest rates and using this money to speculate heavily in stocks that would yield
potentially high returns. . . . But the stronger the yen became, the more money he needed to pay
back the loan” (84). His employees Michael and Jane both advise him to back off his
speculation; Michael tells him that they are “leveraging too rashly” (21), while Jane tells him that
he needs to “draw back” (53). They agree with him, however, that eventually the “yen will
drop,” that it “has to drop” (46), that the money market has a kind of logic to it that should make
it predictable with detailed enough analysis of the kind that has made them successful before.
Only Benno Levin, Packer’s assassin, who once worked for him doing currency analysis on the
baht, understands the essential flaw in his system, which is the expectation that reality will
conform to the “balance” demanded by his form of analysis; instead, Levin says, the yen
demonstrated the same “lopsided” quality as Packer’s asymmetrical prostate (200). Packer is
defeated, essentially, by the inability of data to contend with the imperfection of material reality.
Although Laist’s reading of the novel emphasizes Packer’s embrace of his disappearance
from material reality, this reading does not attend to the way in which Packer’s self-destructive
behavior involves a quest for re-materialization. Laist sees Packer’s increasingly self-destructive
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behavior as a desire to finally fully transcend his imperfect physical body and become a part of
the digital world—the stream of pure information—that he so admires. “He’d always wanted to
become quantum dust,” the narration states, “transcending his body mass. . . . The idea was to
live outside the given limits . . . as data . . . a consciousness saved from void” (206). In the end,
Laist argues, Packer attains this transcendence, as “[t]he final sentence of the book—‘He is dead
inside the crystal of his watch, but still alive in original space, waiting for the shot to sound’
(209)—leaves Eric the human being and Eric the posthuman computer program locked into one
another” (“The Concept of Disappearance” 273). However, Packer also has a desire for a bodily
connection with others and with himself. He joins a crowd of people lying down on a movie set,
wanting “to be here among them, all-body, the tattooed, the hairy-assed, those who stank” (176).
He spends the novel hoping to develop a real connection with his wife, whom he comes to know
and to love only when she finally consents to have sex with him (178), and whom he longs for
even while he is contemplating his final transcendence of the physical (205). He revises his sense
of what’s important, stating that his new goal is “[t]o be aware of what’s around me. To
understand another person’s situation, another person’s feelings” (121). He shoots himself in the
hand, and the pain helps him “come to know himself,” to acknowledge his deep connection to his
material being (207-208). This abrupt decision comes on the heels of his insistence to his
assassin that “[v]iolence is meant to be real,” rather than an imitation or a symbol (193), an odd
emphasis on materiality from someone so apparently willing to give it up. The experiment with
re-materialization creates ambiguity about Packer’s “disappearance” by emphasizing what he is
losing over what he stands to gain, which casts Packer’s decision as the ultimate proof that
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digital mobility is a problem—to embrace it fully is to die, and the culture of the digital era
makes that death seem attractive.
The attractiveness of de-materialization in Cosmopolis is in keeping with other depictions
of and theories about the experience of occupying digital space. For example, returning to
Pattern Recognition briefly, Pramod K. Nayar sees the problem of the contradiction between the
physical self and the de-materialized flow of information—“the intersection of data with flesh”
(60)—as a central theme in that novel, arguing that information flows—particularly
advertising—require materialization through the human body in order to have any meaning;
although products are marketed through signs and it is in many ways the signs that consumers
value, actual objects are being purchased and used by actual people with actual bodies (54-55).
The interaction between the body and the information, however, is traumatic, as evidenced by
Cayce’s allergy (56). Nayar’s argument suggests that Pattern Recognition is a warning about the
impossibility of complete de-materialization and the incompatibility of de-materialized
information flows with corporeal existence. However, he also notes Gibson’s earlier embrace of
cyberspace in such works as Necromancer (60). Ken Hillis argues that the embrace of
cyberspace, much as it is an extension of a “collapse of space,” is also an attempt to create spaces
that might restore what has been lost through “the erosion of access to meaning and instruction
contained within the myriad ways that humans are part of the natural world” (171), meaning that
cyberspace serves as a haven from a larger crisis of physical space, in the manner that Heise’s
reading of Pattern Recognition suggests. While Nayad’s argument offers context to Packer’s
experience of his digital mobility as a problem, Hillis’s theory of digital space as a bulwark
against globalization’s effect on space explains Packer’s ambivalent response to that problem,
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which involves his contradictory efforts at both re-materialization and the achievement of an
even greater level of digital mobility the involves rejecting his physical existence.
Packer’s quest for complete de-materialization is a solution to the problems caused by his
current level of digital mobility, one of those problems being the very wealth and power that his
digital mobility has allowed him to obtain (and which allow him even greater mobility). His
privilege has put him on the forefront of what Bauman calls the Great War of Independence from
Space (8). As a result, he has achieved a greater degree of de-materialization than most people;
for instance, in his limo, he has an “array of visual display units,” “a microwave and a heart
monitor,” and a “spycam” (13), all of which operate almost entirely without the need of touch
(14). This degree of physical obsolescence both ensures his continued material success and
forces him to struggle with feelings of alienation. He also, moreover, experiences pressure to be
even more independent from space. At one point he considers the creeping obsolescence of his
current technology and knows that he will be forced to “junk it” because “[t]he hand device was
an object whose original culture had just about disappeared” (8); feeling obligated to throw away
a perfectly functional piece of technology simply because its cultural moment has passed is the
kind of pressure that can only be experienced by those with enough wealth that such an act is not
immediately unthinkable. More importantly, the obsolescence of hand-held devices suggests the
beginning of a new era in which even such portable devices are too constraining, that being
asked to use one’s hands to operate technology is too physically-bound a form of engagement
with digital space. That Packer still uses one is a sign of the potentially embarrassing limits of his
mobility. Moreover, that he experiences this embarrassment despite his wealth and power cast
him as just another object of the movement toward physical obsolescence, which Stuart Noble
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connects directly to the changes to space and time that digital capitalism provokes (n. pag.),
rather than an agent empowering digital capitalism through his success.
Packer’s decision to leave “all that was worldly and consequential in blurry ruin behind
him” and shed everything that is not transferrable to data reflects his helplessness in the face of
the allure of digital mobility’s promise of de-materialization (169). Packer does not fail in his
earlier attempts to reconnect to the physical world. He finally gets to make love with his wife
Elise after confessing the theft and loss of her money (177-79), and he reconnects with his
emotions; he experiences sincere grief over the death of Sufi rapper Brutha Fez (139), and finds
himself genuinely interested in the lives of Anthony, his barber, and Ibrahim, his cab driver.
Listening to them talk also allows him, finally, to fall asleep (164). The loss of his money
reconnects him to the physical world, so that when he dies he is aware of what he is leaving
behind for the sake of becoming “quantum dust.” One implication of this, of course, is that his
money is an obstacle to his living a more “authentic,” physically embodied existence. It is on
these grounds that Russell Scott Valentino compares the novel to a road novel, arguing that
Packer’s destruction of his company is akin to a process of “shedding possessions,” which brings
him “gradually closer to himself” (148-49).30 The other implication, however, is that Packer does
not embrace his complete de-materialization because of the impossibility of reconnecting with
the physical world or of undoing the alienating partial de-materialization he had already
achieved. Instead, the allure of de-materialization—whether we see it as self-destruction or

Laist also points out that alongside the story of “Eric’s headlong carom into his own demise” is a
“counternarrative of the alienated executive who throws it all away in a bid for self-discovery” (Technology 167). By
this reading, Packer is both actively engaged in a quest for de-materialization through technology and
trapped/alienated by the material success such digital mobility has brought him, reflecting the irony of homeless
tourism in that he embraces his privilege of mobility to escape his wealth—which, though transferable to data, is
useless to his de-materialized self.
30
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transcendence—is simply too much for him to resist. The impossibility of any final rejection of
the allure of data and escape from the physical helps, again, to cast Packer as a victim of a
cultural progression toward the transformation of all human culture into digitized information
flows.
The positioning of Packer as a victim is an example of the discourse of first-world
problems most directly because it works in conjunction with an obfuscation of the effects of
digital capitalism for others, primarily through a mystification of the system of global capitalism
that casts it as natural and irreversible. The novel does not shy away from the recognition that
Packer’s wealth, and his rejection of same, have implications beyond his own existential crisis.
The “whole system [i]s in danger” because Packer’s firm is, essentially, too big to fail, “linked
crucially to the affairs of so many key institutions, all reciprocally vulnerable” (116). All the
same, the novel elides these effects, as well as any contrast between Packer’s spatial crisis and
the material consequences of financial speculation for others. In fact, Suman Gupta points out
that the novel invokes the image of globalization resistance only to present the movement as
having no clear material grievances (offering only an ideological opposition to capitalism as a
“specter” that is “haunting the world” [96]) and complicit in the system it opposes (17). In this
way, the novel naturalizes globalization as an unquestionable totality that causes no specific
harms.
The novel’s treatment of Benno Levin involves the same skepticism of his ability to resist
and the same implications of complicity. Of course, that Packer challenges his motives and tries
to reduce him to someone who commits violent acts “just because” is not the novel’s final word
on the issue. That he is complicit in Packer’s rise to power and turned against it as a rejection of
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the cultural moment in which he found himself, however, is significant. Levin “was assistant
professor of computer applications” at a community college before leaving to work for Packer
(55). However, while working on currency analysis (specifically on the baht), he “couldn’t keep
up,” and he tells Packer, “I began to hate my work, and you, and all the numbers on my screen,
and every minute of my life” (191). He seeks to leave that world and their culture, a “system that
makes no sense” to him, behind (195). Now in self-imposed exile, he is squatting “in a building
without water, heat or lights” (150), but he has a desk on which to write his “spiritual
autobiography,” an exercise bike (149), and money to buy bottled water (150). He intentionally
knocks down walls to make the building less like the living spaces of families and more
conducive to living “an open life of the mind” (58), which emphasizes the voluntary rather than
deprivation-driven nature of his squatting, since it is a rejection of traditional housing strategies
as being too restrictive to his intellectual pursuits. In his own words, he “live[s] a practical life of
starting over, with middle-class values intact,” preserving several of the habits of his old life,
including smoking (60). He even has access to electricity, which he “steal[s] . . . from a
lamppost” (57). In short, he has supposedly turned his back on his privilege, seeking to kill
Packer “in order to count for something” in a way that his former life did not allow (187), but
continues to take advantage of his privilege in making a livable space out of the building he is
occupying.
Levin cannot stand, then, as an actual counterweight to Packer’s worldview. Instead, the
novel implicates him, along with the other protestors, as being inextricably tied to and a part of
the very system he seeks to reject. In presenting as Packer’s assassin a man who is no better than
him, the novel shifts attention away from any of Packer’s actual victims or direct engagement
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with the harm he has caused. In fact, the vagueness and illegitimacy and hypocrisy of Levin’s
reasons for hating Packer absolve him by turning him into a symbol of the larger system rather
than an individual who is actually culpable for the existence of that system, which of course has
the effect of treating the system as natural or inevitable rather than deliberate. This works in
conjunction with the novel’s consideration of de-materialization, which casts Packer as the
product and victim of an irreversible cultural movement toward digitalization. Even as he makes
use of technology to gain wealth at the expense of countries on whose currencies he speculates,31
the novel allows the problems he experiences to override the problems he causes and the
overarching culture of digital capitalism to override the specific practices that maintain it.
Packer, no matter how despicable he is, is not the story’s villain; that role is played by the culture
and the vague system in which he is entangled.
The novel thus demonstrates the tendency of contemporary American literature to
exercise cultural critique—in this case, of digital capitalism and globalization’s Great War of
Independence from Space—without placing that culture in a larger context that acknowledges
first-world experiences and behaviors as relating to neocolonial exploitation. Without that
context, the novel risks treating digital mobility as a problem simply because it facilitates the
self-indulgent and self-destructive tendencies of the elite like Packer, who is hurt in much more
specific ways than any of the (absent) people he “[m]istreat[s],” “ignore[s],” and “persecute[s]”
(191)—that it is a cultural, not economic, problem, and one that harms people in the first-world
more than anyone else. Whether or not cyberspace is in actuality the utopian dream Hillis

See Peter Chowla, Barbara Sennholz, and Jesse Griffiths article “Dollars, Devaluations and Depressions: How the
International Monetary System Creates Crises,” available at BrettonWoodsProject.org, for an explanation of how
currency speculation impacts the economies of developing countries.
31
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suggests, and whether or not transcendence of the physical body is possible, the novel presents
contemporary cultural conditions surrounding digital mobility—the liminal position people in the
first-world experience between the physical and digital worlds—as something that hurts citizens
of the first world.
Conclusion
Mobility and homeliness are linked by the privilege of having control over one’s
decisions to move or stay. The relationship between the two in the first world is functional: travel
in both physical and digital space expands the amount of space that feels homely and increases
the homely feelings inspired upon one’s return to one’s actual home, and the comfort and
security offered by homeliness make the novelty of mobility seem desirable rather than
threatening. However, the representations of mobility show, instead, a deeply dysfunctional
relationship in which homeliness is an illusion and mobility is a response to that illusiveness that
only inspires greater feelings of unhomeliness.
Meanwhile, the right of control over their mobility has been stolen in actuality for
billions of people around the world, who are displaced from their homes and are excluded from
physical and digital spaces both private and ostensibly public as a direct effect of the same
processes of neoliberal globalization that have also commercialized travel, driven the creation of
digital spaces, and disrupted older definitions of home. American literature elides these
experiences and, more importantly, how they are related to the experiences of the first-world
characters on which it focuses. This mystification makes these novels not just works about
problems faced by the first world but contributors to the discourse of first-world problems.
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Cosmopolis and its treatment of digital space also make use of another major first-world
problem: fragmentation and the creation of hyperreality through excessive access to digital
images and information. Levin experiences the subordination of his material reality and identity
to the hyperreality created by information overload. The possibility of too much access to
information is one of the obvious consequences of digital mobility, and just as Packer’s physical
self is effaced by his data and his digital image, Levin’s identity is compromised by his access to
information—his inability to keep up with the data flows on the baht—and by his access to
Packer’s image, which feeds his obsession. He “watche[s] the live video stream from [Packer’s]
website all the time . . . for hours and realistically days” (150), and his obsession erases his own
identity, allowing Packer’s words to supplant his own. At one point he observes, “This resembles
something he would say, I must be mouthing his words again” (55). Moreover, Packer suggests
that Levin’s entire cause is not a real, internally-motivated one, but rather the appropriation of
past images. Although he maintains, in opposition to Kinski, that the protestor who sets himself
on fire has done a “serious thing,” regardless of whether it was an “appropriation” of existing
protest imagery (100), he does not give Levin the same credit, telling him, “The crime you want
to commit is cheap imitation. It’s a stale fantasy. People do it because other people do it” (193).
Whether or not this is a fair assessment, this problem of signs that can point only to other signs is
endemic to the system of digital capitalism, in which “[a]ll wealth has become wealth for its own
sake” and “[m]oney is talking to itself” (77). Information overload and its effects on identity,
obsessive or compulsive behaviors, and the creation of simulacra are themselves major themes in
contemporary American literature.

CHAPTER THREE: TELEVISION CULTURE, HYPERREALITY, AND SOCIAL
FRAGMENTATION
Novels like Pattern Recognition and Cosmopolis illustrate the importance of media and
information technology within contemporary American literature and culture. The digital media
and communication technology grounding Cayce’s insulated form of tourism and Packer’s
struggles with de-materialization has its roots in a mass media culture that theorists have been
exploring and critiquing since long before the rise of the internet.1 Among these theorists are
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, whose 1944 essay “The Culture Industry” implicates the
media in capitalist hegemony. Additionally, Marshall McLuhan’s more neutral and descriptivist
work in the 1960s and 70s argues that the shift from the linearity of print media to the
simultaneity of electronic media has and will continue to provoke fundamental changes in both
individual cognition and social organization.2 In contrast with what he called McLuhan’s

For a history of the evolution of mass media culture through the technological changes of the late twentieth
century, see Wiley Lee Umphlett’s From Television to the Internet: Postmodern Visions of American Media Culture
in the Twentieth Century. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 2006.
1

He writes that “man now discovers himself habitually relating to information structures which are simultaneous,
discontinuous, and dynamic” and that as a result of this adjustment, “mechanical age values could be swallowed by
information overload” (14, 11). McLuhan was attempting to understand media and to describe a process of social
change that he saw as an inevitable function of the rise of new media technology. He describes the condition of print
media culture as itself one of fragmentation (14) while also (employing an unfortunate Orient/Occident metaphor for
the right and left sides of the brain) highlighting the fragmentation of the brain in transition, pulled between the new
form of media and the older print-based procedures of most institutions (47, 68). Thus, it is possible to read him as a
proponent of new media and the changes they provoke, as well as an outlier among the theorists I cite. However, the
condition of simultaneity is congruent with what other theorists describe as fragmentation.
2
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“technological optimism” (Gordon 5), Jean Baudrillard’s 1980s work on the mass media and
consumerism emphasizes their fragmenting effects on the self and society, an idea that has since
been carried forward into theories on digital media, as demonstrated by the concern over the dematerializing effects of access to digital space discussed in the previous chapter.3 The mass
media, Baudrillard argues, creates a state of hyperreality that is inconsistent with previous forms
of subjectivity and isolates individuals in a way that undermines social bonds and even
institutions. Moreover, theories about the conditions of postmodern life in general, like
Jameson’s, highlight fragmentation as a stylistic element of contemporary cultural works and
especially television that manifests in the loss of a coherent sense of self and the dissolution of
social ties. The three novels I discuss—Don DeLillo’s White Noise, David Foster Wallace’s
Infinite Jest, and Jess Walter’s The Zero—all concern themselves with contemporary media
consumption, hyperreality, and a resulting loss of social cohesion. In doing so, they also all
participate in the treatment of television and its effects as what the protagonist of The Zero calls
a “cultural illness” (264), one that is entirely decontextualized from the economic practices that
enable it. Thus, these novels voice neocolonial discourse by treating privileged access to the
mass media as a problem that emerges from no clear cause or relationship.
The modern era is characterized by what John Johnston calls the “viral proliferation of
information” (2), a condition that has only gotten worse over the last two decades due to
increased internet use and especially social media’s democratization of information

The two major threads on fragmentation in the era of digital media concern identity fragmentation (the fracturing
of the self into not only online and offline selves but into multiple online selves for various online spaces) and
political fragmentation (the intensification of political divisions due to the ability to customize one’s online
experiences and the information one encounters to avoid seeing opposing viewpoints). See, for instance, Sherry
Turkle’s “Cyberspace and Identity.” Contemporary Sociology 28.6 (1999): 643-48, and Zizi Papacharissi’s “The
Virtual Sphere: The Internet as a Public Sphere.” New Media and Society 4.1 (2002): 9-27.
3

128
dissemination. Johnston also claims that “information multiplicities are profoundly corrosive of
older cultural forms and identities, dissolving subjects and objects alike into systems, processes,
and nodes in the circuits and flow of information exchange” (3), clearly articulating the specific
nature of the supposed problem posed by contemporary mass media culture. It is with this
perspective in mind that he explores the role of information multiplicities in contemporary
American literature, claiming that “the viral power of information and consequently this new
state of information multiplicity are the informing principles of central interest in a series of
American novels published between 1973 and 1991” (3).4 Although this span does not match the
range of dates to which I have limited my own selection of texts, he does discuss DeLillo’s 1985
novel White Noise as a key example. So too does Philip E. Simmons, who also explores the role
of television in contemporary American literature. He writes that when examining work from the
contemporary era, “one at some point confronts television, which seems at once everywhere and
nowhere, substance and shadow, defining our cultural moment and distracting us from it” (1).
Simmons names DeLillo as someone who is particularly active in criticism of electronic media
and in “profound engagement with the existential and epistemological problems raised by
contemporary mass culture” (19).5

Unfortunately, literary criticism has not yet had much to say about more up-to-date technological innovations and
literary representations of their effects on American culture outside of the genre of cyberpunk fiction, which Daniel
Grassian defines as a genre that “combines postmodern aesthetics and media sensibility, while investigating new
technologies and envisioning the future” (131). His discussion of new media in Hybrid Fictions: American
Literature and Generation X is limited to cyberpunk, as is Bukatman’s Terminal Identity, cited in the previous
chapter in relation to Cosmopolis, which explores how the concerns about fragmentation of identity associated with
earlier forms of electronic media like television are carried forward in depictions of cyberspace.
4

Likewise, critics focused on DeLillo specifically tend to highlight television and media technology as a major
theme in his work. Due to a great deal of overlap in critical attention to television and hyperreality in White Noise, I
do not cite all these critics directly, but interested readers may explore the works by Randy Laist, Tom LeClair, and
Peter Boxall included in the bibliography.
5
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White Noise illustrates contemporary American literature’s concerns about the effects of
the mass media on the American people and represents those effects in such a way as to disavow
the privilege inherent in American access to television even as it positions the problematized US
culture it describes in opposition to the rest of the world in a manner that obscures geopolitical
realities. So, too, do Infinite Jest (1996) and The Zero (2006), which demonstrate how the
representation of the problem has progressed as media technology has evolved. White Noise
serves in many ways as a primer on both the conditions of information overload and hyperreality
and the psychological and social correlatives of those conditions, including fragmentation of the
self and the loss of familial intimacy and social cohesion. Infinite Jest explores how two
conditions promoted by television culture—irony and mass customization6—lead to social
isolation and fragmentation both directly and through their promotion of compulsive behaviors.
The Zero, finally, focuses on a general cultural condition of fragmentation—in the media and
information dissemination and in consciousness—fosters the creation of hyperreality with
specific political consequences within the US, including the weakening of democracy and the
empowerment of the neoliberal state to execute its military power for the sake of corporate
profits.

Daniel Chamberlain explains mass customization, noting that “specific technological gadgets bring the processing
power of computers to bear on digitized media in a manner that allows users to store, organize, and access media
content using customized filters, agents, and layouts” (16). Companies, he adds, “attempt to slightly alter their
products to meet the desires of niches of individuals, or directly incorporate consumer interest and feedback to truly
customize products to personal tastes” (18). Some obvious examples include DVR technology, streaming services
like Netflix, smart phones and their endless libraries of applications, and even interactivity with television shows
such as voting to keep or eliminate reality show contestants, a media trend that Mark Andrejevic claims “both
embodies and facilitates the emergence of flexible capitalism and mass customization” (27). Chamberlain, citing
Andrejevic, notes that mass customization is accompanied by the normalization of surveillance activities, wherein
consumers’ “actions and behaviors are constantly tracked” (21), resulting in things like targeted advertisements (1821).
6
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DeLillo’s White Noise: Television Culture Explained
White Noise tells the story of Jack Gladney, chair of the department of Hitler Studies at
the College on the Hill, located near the quiet suburb of Blacksmith where he lives with his wife
Babette (his fourth wife and his fifth marriage) and their children (all from previous marriages).
The novel is episodic in plot, at first simply depicting the Gladney family in their typical middleclass suburban environment, then introducing two major events to which they must react. The
first is an “airborne toxic event” that forces them to evacuate their home and which has
according to his medical data fatally impaired Jack’s health. Later, there is the mystery
surrounding Dylar, a secret experimental and high-tech drug that is supposed to cure users of
their fear of death; Babette has been taking Dylar and Jack attempts to obtain some for himself
while also seeking revenge against Babette’s supplier for requiring payment in the form of sex.
Critics have dedicated more pages to White Noise than to any other novel under
examination in this project—it has seemingly come to represent the major literary engagement
with postmodern culture. The critics’ consensus, according to Jeffrey Ebbesen, is that the “book
discusses the plight of postmodern subjects in so-called ‘postmodernity’” (113). White Noise
focuses to a great extent on television and the mass media and Mark Osteen writes that in the
novel, “the bombardment of consciousness by cinematic and consumer images” and “the
fragmentation of the grand narratives of history, heroism, and high culture all combine to invoke
a paralyzing dread” (1). The novel echoes Baudrillard’s concerns about the fragmentation
inherent in television and the mass media7 in its attention to simulation and hyperreality while

Jameson also gives particular attention to television in his exploration of postmodernism, arguing that the artificial
segmentation of television into programs with commercial breaks interrupts narrative coherence and denies real
closure (76). A. Fuat Firat echoes this sentiment. He first discusses the style of television commercials, which are
7
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also recalling McLuhan’s observations about the changes electronic media are provoking in our
culture in its attention to the fragmentation of the self and the family. Thus, it depicts the
material privilege of first-world access to television as a problem with no acknowledgment of the
origins or effects of that privilege.
The criticism of the novel, as well, overlooks the issue of privilege and, by extension,
how treating material privilege as a problem in this manner muddies our understanding of global
economic realities. Paul Maltby does argue that “DeLillo’s fiction betrays a conservative
tendency” in that “his response to the adverse cultural effects of late capitalism . . . obscures, if
not undervalues, the need for radical change at the level of material infrastructure” (qtd. in Lento
96), issuing his own critique of how the novel’s attention to US culture does not engage the
global state of affairs from which those cultural conditions are born. However, he is making note
of a general tendency rather than describing how this novel’s representation of television’s

“fragmented into many fleeting moments of spectacular visuals which rarely link” for the sake of arousing
excitement without the limitations imposed by a narrative. He then goes on to discuss how that style is emulated in
television programming through the division into short scenes interrupted by commercials, the quick, abrupt
movement from one story to another in news programs, and the movement from one “incident” to another in
sitcoms. These descriptions of how television works still resonate, though they do not account for DVR, online
streaming, the popularity of commercial-free programming on premium cable channels, or the rise of heavily
serialized programming that loses the self-contained quality that Firat claims is the purpose of television’s
fragmentation. Moreover, the new developments in television and digital media have, according to theorists,
exacerbated the fragmentary effects of the mass media due to the fragmentation and specialization of the media
themselves. The introduction to Michael Kackman, et al.’s Flow TV uses “convergence” as an “umbrella term that
refers to the new textual practices, branding and marketing strategies, industrial arrangements, technological
synergies, and audience behaviors enabled and propelled by the emergence of digital media” (1). The result of
convergence is, paradoxically, a greater level of fragmentation created first by the proliferation of cable channels—
communication studies scholar James G. Webster reports a total of 339 networks in the United States as of 2004
(367). On the heels of cable’s explosion have come online video streaming services (and, of course, illegal torrent
sites) and DVR technology that allow viewers to watch TV according to their own schedules. And with the
streaming services now producing original programming of their own, FX president John Landgraf told the
Television Critics Association in 2015 that we have reached “peak TV,” a point where the proliferation of new
scripted programs has advanced to a point where “there is simply too much television” (Littleton n. pag.),
compounding audience fragmentation.
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effects as harmful obscures US neocolonial domination.8 The existing criticism is vital, however,
for establishing the novel’s specific concerns: information overload, a resulting hyperreality, and
its effects on identity and social institutions, especially the family. This work demonstrates the
novel’s treatment of hyperreality as a problem. The novel thus positions Americans as the
victims of a mass media culture, clouding any possible cognitive map of the economic and
geopolitical system in which the US and its mass media are embedded.
Television maintains an ominous presence throughout the novel. N. H. Reeve and
Richard Kerridge write, “Television . . . is always there as a background in White Noise, filling
pauses with a babble of disconnected phrases” (308). Fittingly, then, Jack himself zeroes in on
television as the source of all of his and his neighbors’ problems: “If our complaints have a focal
point,” he observes, “it would have to be the TV set, where the outer torment lurks, causing fears

Neocolonial practices enable our access to television and are perpetuated by the mass media as an industry. Access
to television is a product of privilege. A report on Media Data from the Cross National Time-Series Data Archive
lists televisions per capita per country. In the United States, in 1985 (the year of White Noise’s publication), the
figure is 0.60323. Most of the world’s advanced economies had somewhere between .2 and .4. Meanwhile, several
countries are listed at zero, most of them in Africa (Bhutan, Cameroon, Guinea-Bissau, Malawi, Rwanda, Sao Tome
and Principe, and others). Moreover, media scholars help illustrate that the mass media in themselves constitute an
imperialist enterprise. Eileen R. Meehan points to the patterns of conglomeration that allow so much of the media to
be dominated by just five companies (News Corporation, Disney, Time Warner, National Amusements, and NBCUniversal), all headquartered in the US (51). Oliver Boyd-Barrett also observes that the “top-tier companies tend to
be concentrated in the wealthiest economies of the world” (13), pointing out that the film industry is dominated by
the “six principal studio-distributors of Hollywood” (121), that the US receives the largest share (39%) of television
revenue as well as the largest share of revenue from the music recording industry (123), and that, although China
and Korea are making the most money from smart phone applications, Google’s role as a gatekeeper for purchasing
apps ensures that a substantial amount of revenue from that industry is also concentrated in the US (124). Colin
Sparks, despite his skepticism of claims of media imperialism, ultimately concedes that “the media systems of the
advanced world, and notably in the USA, are far larger in terms of resources and reach than those in the rest of the
world” and that “proliferation of channels has led to a sharp rise in the volume and value of imports. These
originate, overwhelmingly, in the USA” (185). Paul Hodkinson explains why importation of television programs is a
problem for less wealthy countries, writing, “Unable to compete with the wealth, influence and market dominance of
the transnationals, domestic media in smaller countries are forced to rely on cheap, imported products,” and that
“[r]eliance on such imported products also means that, rather than being invested in local economies, money is
transferred out of such countries and into the coffers of the transnationals” (120-21). In other words, the mass media
play into neocolonial exploitation by promoting import dependence that benefits American production and
distribution companies at great cost to neocolonized nations.
8
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and secret desires” (85). The Gladney family watches television together one night a week, not
out of shared enjoyment of a particular program or as an opportunity to bond over a shared
activity but because Babette “seemed to think that if kids watched television one night a week
with parents or stepparents” then maybe “[i]ts narcotic undertow and eerie diseased brainsucking power would be gradually reduced” (16). Suspicion of television has become pervasive
in the Gladneys’ world, an attitude that is highlighted when Babette’s father asks Jack, “Were
people this dumb before television?” (249). Jack, in keeping with this suspicion, feels “a certain
disquiet” at seeing Babette on television when she is being filmed for a public access show while
teaching (105). For him, this disquiet is tied to the fragmentary nature not of the content of the
medium but the very technology that makes it possible, the creation of an image through pixels:
her essence shines on them through the TV, “coming into being, endlessly being formed and
reformed . . . as the electronic dots swirled” (104), and as a result he feels a “mysterious
separation” from her (105). This description recalls McLuhan’s insistence that television is not a
visual but rather a tactile medium, since it displays not coherent photographic images in
montage, like film, but rather a mosaic of formless pixels with which the eyes must grapple and
which viewers actively shape into interpretable images (Gordon 8). His belief that people are
adapting to this new medium through the process of sensory closure, or “conformity to the
pattern of experience presented by a medium” (10), is illustrated by the youngest child Wilder’s
inability to detect the difference between the televised image and his actual mother, speaking to
the screen and crying when the segment ends and Babette disappears (105).9

This moment also of course illustrates Baudrillard’s notion of hyperreality though Wilder’s inability to recognize
any difference between the real and the televised versions of Babette.
9
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Jack’s colleague Murray Siskind is nonetheless a vocal proponent of television, which, he
says, “offers incredible amounts of psychic data” and “welcomes us into the grid, the network of
little buzzing dots that make up the picture pattern,” again implicitly invoking McLuhan’s work
in both his focus on the form of the medium over its content and his attention to how it invites
our acclimation to it. Critics rightfully point out, however, that Murray’s description of television
and celebration of “the wealth of data concealed in the grid” also speaks to the phenomenon of
information overload described by Baudrillard (51). Leonard Wilcox points out that the novel’s
title “implies . . . a surplus of data and an entropic blanket of information glut which flows from
a media-saturated society” (347). He argues that this is one way in which the novel depicts “a
view of life in contemporary America that is uncannily similar to that depicted by Jean
Baudrillard” (346), who writes in Simulacra and Simulation that “we live in a world where there
is more and more information and less and less meaning” (79). In the novel, Murray describes
how this “incessant bombardment of information” leads to “brain fade” (65).
Multiple critics discuss, moreover, how information overload also leads to the creation of
hyperreality. Baudrillard argues in The Consumer Society that “the constraining pattern—linked
to the very technical essence of [television]” is “the disarticulation of the real into successive and
equivalent signs” (122). Television, he claims, imposes a new system of signification upon the
world wherein each image or sign refers not to some real, objective equivalent but can instead
only refer to other images. This is what he calls the precession of simulacra, in which “the real is
produced from miniaturized units, from matrices, memory banks and command models” as in
digital space, and that collection of signs, the hyperreal, is substituted for “the real itself”
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(Simulacra and Simulation 6).10 The loss of the real is one of the primary problems of television
culture as depicted in the novel, per such critics as Wilcox, John N. Duvall, and Arno Heller,
who focus on the scene wherein Jack and Murray visit THE MOST PHOTOGRAPHED BARN
IN AMERICA and Murray reflects that it is no longer possible to see the barn due to the
mediation of past images (12). Duvall writes, as well, about the Gladneys and their neighbor’s
acceptance of television as more real than the real world, highlighting a scene in which a man
displaced by the airborne toxic event is angry not that such a thing happened in the first place,
but that it is not receiving sufficient television coverage (130-31). “Do they think this is just
television?” he asks. “Don’t they know it’s real?” (161-62). Duvall writes, “The awe and terror
of this man-made disaster can only be validated through the electronic media” (131). As
Baudrillard puts it, “it is TV that is true, it is TV that renders true” (29).
A scene toward the end of the novel in which a group of people watch a sunset in quiet
awe suggests the possibility of at least partial escape from such mediation. This passage
underlines the contrast between natural spectacle and the ephemerality of television images:
“[t]he sunsets linger and so do we” (324). Stephen J. Lento points out that “[d]espite the overabundance of pre-packaged metaphors with which to describe the event . . . there is still a space
that opens up between subjective awe and the objective prior representations” (126). The
description of people’s emotional responses to the sunset, instead of the sunset itself—which

Baudrillard identifies four stages that move from representation to simulation to “pure simulacra”: first, the sign is
“the reflection of a basic reality,” then it “masks and perverts the basic reality,” then it “masks the absence of a basic
reality,” and finally, it “bears no relation to any reality whatever” (6). His analysis stops with the essential
equivalency of the simulacra and the real it has replaced, not going so far as to argue that the simulacrum becomes
preferred over the real object, since such distinctions become irrelevant once the hyperreal has preceded the real, as
simulation “threatens the difference between the ‘true’ and the ‘false,’ the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary’” (3). In other
words, there is no way to prefer one over the other because there is no way for us to recognize the difference in the
first place.
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would only recall previous representations—keeps the potential for unmediated experience alive.
Nonetheless, the celebration of such an alternative necessarily re-emphasizes television’s
harmful, or, at least, undesirable effects as well as people’s desire to escape them.
The novel’s conclusion reiterates the need for escape. Mary Katherine Holland warns,
therefore, that “critics who champion the novel’s sense of community and neo-spirituality never
mention the novel’s final scene” (125). The novel ends with a scene of confusion in the
supermarket, where the “shelves have been rearranged . . . without warning” (325-26). The
experience of shopping, earlier a form of joyful self-creation, is done in “an aimless and haunted
mood” (326). The novel leaves us in line at the store, hearing, Holland says, “nothing but the
inhuman drone of the . . . supermarket scanner” (126): “this is where we will wait together,” in a
“slowly moving line,” looking at the tabloids, which give us “[e]verything we need that is not
food or love” (326). Douglas Kellner explains the connection between tabloid media and
hyperreality in Media Spectacle, writing that tabloid news “purifies the banality of everyday life
to create an exciting mass mediated, technologically processed experience that is often far more
involving and intense than ordinary life” (102). This final representation of the culture through
allusions to tabloid stories confirms that the problem is the replacement of something of real
value with shallow, false, and valueless products and images. The novel leaves the characters
trapped in that new and troubling world.
Thus, the novel clearly posits US television culture as a serious problem, in part due to
what Osteen calls its “dehumanizing potential” (3); the change in values represented by the
adoption of this hyperreal media culture also supposedly has fragmentary effects on identity and
the self. Heller argues that this process is “DeLillo’s central concern,” that the novel expresses
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his worry “that the ubiquitous pre-dominance of a technologically and electronically generated
hyperreality may increasingly encroach upon human identity” (37). The novel addresses the
effect of postmodern culture on identity in two major instances. The first time concerns Jack’s
adoption of a false persona in order to better perform the role of a department chair. He gains
weight, changes his style of dress, and even, amusingly, creates fake middle initials so that his
name can be abbreviated as J. A. K. Gladney. He observes, “I am the false character that follows
the name around” (17), suggesting not just the fracturing of his identity but also the supersession
of the false character over his real self. The second time involves a shopping scene during which
Jack, guided by his children, shops “with reckless abandon . . . for its own sake,” spending
money that comes “back to him in the form of existential credit” (83). No particular products are
named but the scene nonetheless conveys the importance of specific objects as signs of
distinction, as he makes a point to mention their rejection of “not only entire departments but
whole stores, mammoth corporations that did not strike our fancy for one reason or another”
(83). During this scene, Jack states, “I filled myself out, found new aspects of myself” (84). This
recalls Firat’s claim that the post-modern de-centered subject has the “ability to switch images
and represent different selves, by switching the products that represent the images” and
emphasizes the multiplicity of Jack’s identity. Both of these instances connect to hyperreality
(and thus to media, which Baudrillard calls the “genetic code that directs the mutation of the real
into the hyperreal” [30]) in that the adoption of external markers of identity—dress, body type,
and preference in consumables—simulates that identity. Jack becomes a new person, creates new
identities that he accepts as real, purely through the manipulation of signs.
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However, the novel depicts the impact of postmodern television culture on society and
social bonds in more detail than its effect on the self in isolation, a worry that is congruent with
McLuhan’s prediction that acclimation to electronic media would disrupt social cohesion as
“[e]lectronic man loses touch with the concept of a ruling center as well as the restraints of social
rules based on interconnectivity” (92). Ebbesen focuses his analysis of social fragmentation on
the novel’s depiction of the “negative schematizing of the university” in the formation of the
Hitler Studies department (132), seeing the novel ultimately as a critique of capitalism that
attends most directly to the corporatization and resulting fragmentation of higher education
(197). Stacey Olsten argues, in contrast, that the novel depicts the “political ramification” of
“confusion” of image and reality (84)—namely, the submission to authority that she sees
demonstrated in the novel by the characters’ cooperation during the airborne toxic event and
refusal to interrogate its cause (86). Duvall follows a similar thread, arguing that the novel
explores the rise of proto-fascism in America in relationship to hyperreality and television’s
“aestheticiz[ation of] the political,” wherein “giving oneself over to a formal contemplation of
the image matrix of either television or the supermarket denies one’s insertion in the political
economy” (129).11
Ultimately, though, it is with regard to the family that the novel most directly addresses
the effects of the media on social cohesion, as readings by Holland and Ferraro emphasize.
Holland writes that the novel documents “a steady erosion of parental authority and family
bonds” as television and consumer culture “encourages infantile regression” (163), while Ferraro
claims that in the novel “television menaces the home with an omnipresent temptation to
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I further explore this notion that (media) consumption is incompatible with active citizenship in chapter four.
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substitute the communal experience of the image for the ties that no longer bind” (24).12 The
novel’s attention to family breakdown supports such readings. Ferraro argues that in the novel,
“[t]he matters of intercourse and procreation, of lineage and place, that for someone like
Faulkner would be the founding inexorable blood-knowledge of existence seem for Jack and the
others to be pieces of trivia, the flotsam and jetsam of circumstance” (16). Jack is, after all, on
his fifth marriage13 and none of the children have the same parentage, thus indicating the
prevalence of divorce.14 Murray also suggests that the family as an institution stands in
The focus on families is fitting because the supposed crisis of the family is one of the recurring threads in popular
political rhetoric and cultural theory during the last thirty years, some of which explicitly connects the dissolution of
the family to the mass media. Dan Quayle, of course, made family values a central part of the 1992 presidential
campaign, famously criticizing the show Murphy Brown for portraying single motherhood as a valid choice for
successful women. Later, he and Diane Medved published a book, The American Family, aimed at resolving the
crisis of family values and isolating television and the media as one cause of the breakdown of the family, naming
“media-curtailment” as an important parenting strategy (273). Fears of the media’s effects on the family are not
limited to conservative political rhetoric, either, but recur in sociology. Writing in the year 2000, David Morley
argues that the proliferation of then-current media access in domestic spaces has diminished the “solidarity” needed
to maintain the home: “Clearly, in an era of multi-set television households, personal computers, personal telephones
and Walkmans, home can hardly be quite what it used to be” (26). His worries are reiterated in more recent studies
on media consumption within the family, including investigations into whether Internet usage reduces family
cohesion (see, for instance, Gustavo S. Mesch’s “Family Relations and the Internet: Exploring a Family Boundaries
Approach.” Journal of Family Communication 6.2 (2006): 119-138), as well as the repeatedly voiced concerns about
the effects of access to mobile devices on interpersonal relationships, explored at length by psychologists Catherine
Steiner-Adair and Teresa H. Barker in The Big Disconnect: Protecting Childhood and Family Relationships in the
Digital Age.
12

The procession goes as follows: Dana Breedlove (mother of Steffie); Janet Savory (mother of Heinrich); Tweedy
Browner (mother of Bee, who is not a part of the clan but comes to visit from overseas); Dana again; Babette
(mother of Denise and Wilder [both from previous marriages]).
13

The novel could be seen as a celebration of blended families, given the essential functionality of the Gladney
family unit, but the detritus of the earlier marriages lives on, and its presence is cast in negative, even threatening
terms. Jack says, “we regard the rest of the house as storage space for furniture, toys, all the unused objects of earlier
marriages and different sets of children,” and observes, “[t]here is a darkness attached to them, a foreboding” (6).
What’s more, Jack has other children from his previous marriages with whom he does not live full time, and his
relationship with his daughter Bee, when she visits, demonstrates that the divorce and separation has been harmful to
their bond. Tweedy insists on referring to Bee’s step-father as her actual father, even to Jack’s face (85), and Bee
does not fit into the family. Jack states that she “made us feel self-conscious at times, a punishment that visitors will
unintentionally inflict on their complacent hosts,” and, “I admired her in a distant and uneasy way, sensing a
nameless threat, as if she were not my child at all but the sophisticated and self-reliant friend of one of my children”
(94). Blended families like the Gladney’s all have, around the edges, other family members (spouses, parents,
sometimes children and siblings) who are no longer a part of that family unit. The creation of the new family, the
novel makes clear, does not undo the fragmentation of the previous ones.
14

140
opposition to information overload but is also threatened by it. Murray says of information
overload that “[f]acts threaten our happiness and security. The deeper we delve into the nature of
things, the looser our structure may seem to become” (81). Family, “the cradle of the world’s
misinformation,” keeps that at bay by “sealing off the world” and allowing “fictions” to
“proliferate” (81). However, the bonds holding families together may themselves become loose
when the “driving forces behind family solidarity”—namely, “ignorance and confusion”—
become threatened by information. “The family is strongest where objective reality is most likely
to be misinterpreted,” he says in a bit of bald ethnocentrism; the “strongest family units exist in
the least developed societies” (81).15
The novel thus depicts American families as especially or uniquely under siege by
contemporary culture. Thomas Peyser also takes up this theme in his analysis, which centers on
the novel’s “reservations” about globalization (264), which intrudes upon local culture and the
domestic sphere mostly through information technology. In Peyser’s reading, this concern about
globalization centers upon the need for national boundaries and a strong national identity,
because “DeLillo suggests that national culture provides the vanished middle ground between
global and local that the family needs to survive” (268). This reading aligns the novel with firstworld-problems discourse by positing globalization as a threat to American families but
underplays that Murray locates the threat specifically within the access to information—and by
extension, the world beyond the local—enabled by first-world television culture. In other words,

The novel also depicts a McLuhan-inflected view of television as a threat to the family in the sense that adaptation
to television as a medium fundamentally changes how the family interacts. Ahmad Ghashmari highlights the
mimicry of a television-esque “influx of information” in the dialogue, citing a conversation that begins with Jack
asking Babette about Dylar, and ends up covering geography, surfing, movies, and camels, jumping from one topic
to the other with each contribution a character makes (175, DeLillo 80-81). The result is that characters fail to
answer each other’s questions, talking past each other without really communicating.
15
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it is not just that Americans are threatened by a process of cultural globalization but that they are
uniquely threatened because of their material privilege. Murray at least acknowledges that access
to information is limited based on different levels of national development, no matter his matterof-fact acceptance of those disparities. However, the lack of specificity precludes
contextualization of varying levels of national development within a relationship of exploitation.
Nor is that the only place where the novel actively decontextualizes American culture
from geopolitical and economic realities. Jack, in keeping with the overpowering influence of
television, refuses to believe his family is in any danger from the toxic cloud based on the
mediation of prior representations of disasters on television. In an explicit invocation of
American and middle-class privilege, he argues that disasters only affect “poor people who live
in exposed areas” because “[s]ociety is set up in such a way that it’s the poor and the uneducated
who suffer the main impact of natural and man-made disasters” (114). However, suburbia does
not offer the protection Jack expects. Thus, the moment illustrates not the injustice of
environmental racism but rather the fact that, as Simmons puts it, Jack has been “[c]onditioned
by television to believe that such events happen ‘somewhere else’” (59), making him and his
fellow suburbanites the victims of television’s distortion of reality as well as the airborne toxic
event itself.
White Noise gives the most explicit attention to information overload and hyperreality of
the novels in this chapter. At the same time, the threat posed by the phenomena are so abstract as
to seem trivial. For all the evidence of internal and interpersonal fragmentation and the
supersession of data and mass media imagery over the immediate reality of sensual experience,
and for all the language suggesting that this condition is ominous or alienating, very little actual

142
observable harm comes to any of the characters. In fact, not much of anything changes over the
course of the novel. This, however, negates neither the novel’s presentation of television as a
problem nor its decontextualization of that problem from the relationships of privilege and
exploitation from which it emerges. Much of the ominous quality of the media’s influence stems
from that very lack of context, which lends the ubiquity and the effects of the mass media a
mysterious, unknowable, alien quality—not a set of codes but an aura (12)—wherein the absence
of tangible harm only magnifies the threat. With the chemical cloud, despite the experts’
attempts to identify specific symptoms, the actual effect is left suspended—Jack is supposedly
dying, but we are left with no idea how or when. Such is also the case with the aura. For an
alternative take on the effects of the mass media that actually identifies specific harms, however,
we may turn to Infinite Jest.
David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest: Irony and Mass Customization
Infinite Jest explores the compulsiveness inherent in an American culture that is
incapable of sincere expression of emotion or belief and is fixated on the right of individuals to
choose. The novel is set in Boston in dystopian near-future in which the United States, Canada,
and Mexico have joined together in the Organization of North American Nations (ONAN),16 a
political entity that the US dominates (384). Under a leader with obsessive-compulsive disorder,
America has become preoccupied with cleanliness and has moved all its waste to a dumping
ground in New England. This is territory that the US has pressured Canada into annexing,

The acronym ONAN is a play, of course, on onanism, which resonates with the novel’s concern about the solo
pursuit of pleasure.
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creating an area called the Great Concavity that the US still uses for both waste storage and
energy production, all while using giant fans to blow the poisoned air north toward Quebec
(385). A group of Quebecois separatists, bitter at Canada’s acquiescence to America’s wishes
and furious at the US for the creation of the Great Concavity, is suspected by the US Office of
Unspecified Services (USOUS) of having obtained and begun to distribute a video cartridge
containing a piece of entertainment so compelling that viewers will sit and watch it in a loop
until they die.17 The Entertainment was produced by Jim Incandenza, the founder of the Enfield
Tennis Academy (ETA), where his son Hal goes to school. Although the story of the
Entertainment is included in fragmented bits and nonlinear pieces around the fringes of life at
ETA and the nearby Ennet House Drug and Alcohol Recovery House [sic], it is the story of the
Incandenza family that carries most of the narrative weight; Nicoline Timmer calls Hal the
“center of narrative gravity” within the novel (124). Through these narrative threads, the novel
depicts how Americans’ compulsive tendencies render them vulnerable not only to the
Entertainment but to substance abuse and other forms of addiction, which exacerbate the internal
fragmentation and the isolation of individuals and loss of social cohesion already provoked by
the embrace of both irony and a narrow neoliberal conception of freedom.18

Although this differs from binge-watching in that it involves addictively watching the same content rather than a
succession of different content, the effects of the Entertainment on its viewers nonetheless resonate with worries
about the addictive nature of the media consumption behaviors enabled by mass customization. See, for instance,
Raj Devasagayam’s “Media Bingeing [sic]: A Qualitative Study of Psychological Influences,” presented at the 2014
conference of the Marketing Management Association.
17

Quebecois separatist Marathe summarizes for USOUS agent Steeply, “Your freedom is freedom-from: no one tells
your precious individual U.S.A. selves what they must do. It is this meaning only, this freedom from constraint and
forced duress” (320).
18

144
Wallace voices his criticisms of contemporary mass media culture most clearly in his
essay “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction.” Unlike Baudrillard and other media
theorists, Wallace is not critical of the medium of television in itself but rather the state of
television programming in the 1990s, which no longer “point[s] beyond itself” (160), instead
offering only a collection of references to other past and current television—he describes an
episode of St. Elsewhere where a subplot revolves almost entirely upon references to The Mary
Tyler Moore Show and The Bob Newhart Show (158-59).19 This metafictional, self-conscious,
and ironic style is the focus of Wallace’s critique. Although he does discuss television as an
addiction and compares it to alcohol (163), his premise is not that television is harmful but that
literature, in trying to use irony to fight irony, fails to counter television’s influence. This is true
not only of literature that hopes to satirize US television culture but also of the general attitude of
superiority toward television as a medium.20 Because it is impossible to satirize what is already
satirizing itself, most criticism of television only echoes television’s ironic style and reinforces
that mode of thought rather than offering an alternative. Irony, Wallace argues, chiefly threatens
the ability of individual Americans or the collective American culture to believe sincerely in
anything. He goes so far as to claim that “irony tyrannizes us” because it rejects questions about
meaning as “banal” and, he writes, “the ability to interdict the question without attending to its
content is tyranny” (183-84). If questions about meaning and value are dismissed as inherently

Contemporary readers might think first of more recent shows like Community or Psych, which frequently used
pastiche and parody of films and TV shows as the premises for episodes—for instance, Community’s “Basic Lupine
Urology,” a parody of Law & Order, and Psych’s “Dual Spires,” a parody of Twin Peaks.
19

The sheer number of think-pieces published in the last five years about how television is a better artistic medium
than film suggests that this attitude has diminished somewhat in the current so-called Golden Age of television. See,
for instance, James Wollcott’s article for Vanity Fair, “Prime Time’s Graduation.”
20
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uncool, the result is a rejection of any potential guiding principles. Irony as Wallace describes it
bears a striking resemblance to Baudrillard’s hyperreality, which equally involves interdictions
of questions of meaning and the rise of signs that refer only to other signs.
The novel’s casting of American culture as pathological presents Americans as the
victims of both their material privilege and their government’s activities. Although N. Katherine
Hayles does connect the novel’s portrayal of the US to a larger geopolitical context, moreover,
the novel elides real-life waste-distancing and political domination perpetrated by the US,
offering instead a fictionalized version that disguises harm done to anyone except Americans.
Moreover, while critics have already produced several analyses of the operation of both irony
and compulsiveness in the novel,21 they have not paid as much direct attention to television and
the entertainment industry within the novel as Wallace’s essay suggests is necessary, allowing
his nonfiction argument to stand in for a closer reading of the novel.
The novel explicitly ties irony to television and entertainment, claiming that “the lively
arts of the millennial U.S.A. treat anhedonia and internal emptiness as hip and cool” (694).22 Hal
observes the movement toward the absence of emotion in mainstream television protagonists; in
an essay about the difference between modern and postmodern heroes, he writes, “We await, I
predict, the hero of non-action, the catatonic hero, the one beyond calm, divorced from all
stimulus, carried here and there across sets by burly extras” (142). In other words, the embrace of

For instance, Iannis Goerlandt explores the novel’s definition of irony as aloofness and detachment or as a
performance of emotion mediated by an awareness of the audience’s expectations (309-13), while Holland ties
televisual irony to narcissism. Additionally, Elizabeth Freudenthal documents the novel’s extensive attention to
various addictions, Phillip Sayers explores the relationship of the Entertainment to compulsiveness, and Jeffrey
Gonzalez connects the notion of mass customization to unhappiness.
21

Timmer observes, as well, that TV and especially reality TV performances of emotions have played a role in
making emotion seem uncool and not something with which postmodern fiction can engage sincerely (147).
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“emptiness as hip and cool” will progress to the point where the coolest or most admirable
characters will be completely empty—do nothing, say nothing, feel nothing. Hal diagnoses
American culture’s love of “hip cynical transcendence of sentiment” as “some kind of fear of
being human,” stating that “to be really human . . . is probably to be unavoidably sentimental and
naïve and goo-prone and generally pathetic” (694). The novel insists that this fear is a
specifically American condition. The narration says of the Canadian students at ETA that “[t]his
American penchant for absolution via irony is foreign to them” (384-85). Moreover, Hal’s uncle
“C.T.” is Canadian, and the novel says of him that “the unsettling thing about Charles Tavis is
that he’s possibly the opennest man of all time” (517). In contrast, “[o]ne of the really American
things about Hal,” the narrator says, “is the way he despises what he is really lonely for: this
hideous internal self, incontinent of sentiment and need, that pules and writhes just under the hip
empty mask” (694-95). By this description, that uniquely American sense of irony is internally
fragmenting; Avril even uses the word “disassociation,” the division of the self, to define
anhedonia for Hal’s bother Mario (765).
Moreover, the novel describes how “[t]he anhedonic becomes . . . Unable to Identify,”
which is AA-speak, according to the novel, for being incapable of empathy or a connection with
another person (693). In other words, anhedonia not only encourages isolation but actively
precludes the building of affective relationships or the investment in anything outside oneself.
The Entertainment was Jim Incandenza’s attempt to make something to counter this trend, to
“[m]ake something so entertaining it would reverse thrust on a young self’s fall into the womb of
solipsism, anhedonia, death in life” (839). Unfortunately, it exacerbates that condition; USOUS
agent Steeply says of one victim that “[h]is world’s as if it has collapsed into one small bright
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point. Inner world. Lost to us” (508). That this isolation of the individual is a major theme in the
novel is clear from that fact that Hal, who “hasn’t had a bona fide intensity-of-interior-life-type
emotion since he was tiny” (694), ends up in the “womb of solipsism” his father dreads. He
ends—or rather, because of the novel’s non-linear structure, begins—the novel with his ability to
verbalize his thoughts in speech, writing, or body language utterly gone. The seeming alienness
of his gestures and sounds as perceived by his interlocutors reflects a degree of social isolation so
extreme that it resembles the effects of the Entertainment. He, too, is lost to us.23
In keeping with the parallels between irony and hyperreality, Ennet House resident Kate
Gompert’s description of anhedonia connects her experience to simulation:24 “Everything
becomes an outline of the thing. Objects become schemata. The world becomes a map of the
world” (693). The novel explores the problem of hyperreality most directly through Eschaton, a
live-action version of a nuclear war-based computer simulation game.25 The account of the game
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Catherine Nichols and Timmer both advance arguments that suggest that the problem is not with Hal but with the
world, which has lost its ability to understand sincere emotions, and that, as a result, Hal represents a subversive
alternative to the culture of anhedonia. Nichols writes that “[t]he degree to which this transformation poses a threat
to the values of Infinite Jest’s dominant culture is underscored by the terror his spoken sentiments incur” (14) and
that “[t]his garbled, pluralistic human outburst prefigured by . . . Hal’s unintelligible voice . . . provides a way out of
the vicious circles that engage the environment and citizens of Infinite Jest” (15). Timmer, meanwhile, reads Hal’s
non-verbal state as subversive of “the dominant cultural or communicational codes” (177-79). There is, however,
reason to be wary of treating Hal’s nonverbal state as subversive or more enlightened. Hal feels “panic at feeling
misperceived” (7), and Ennet house employee Gately, who is similarly unable to communicate after being badly
injured in a fight, “doesn’t like it a bit, the being struck dumb. It’s like some combination of invisibility and being
buried alive” (833). Neither of these reactions suggest transcendence over the dominant anhedonic norms of
communication in the manner Nichols and Timmer describe. Instead, they suggest an exacerbation of the kind of
isolation and loneliness that is endemic to US culture—that condition taken to its extreme.
24

A concept also invoked by a delusional Ennet House resident who tells Marathe of his conviction that all of
reality is a simulation (with startling similarity to The Matrix):
Everything’s pro-jected. They can do it with machines. They pro-ject. To fool us. The pictures on the walls
change so’s we think we’re going places. Here and there, this and that. That’s just they change the projections. It’s all the same place all the time. They fool your mind with machines to think you’re moving,
eating, cooking up, doing this and that. (734)
Eschaton is game played on the tennis courts, using articles of clothing to represent certain territories. Players
representing major world powers are given a certain number of tennis balls, representing their weapons stockpile.
25
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calls attention to hyperreality through a disagreement over the boundaries between the real world
and the simulation. When someone suggests that real-life snowfall might affect the simulation’s
calculations about the effect of each nuclear weapon impact, Hal’s friend Pemulis is furious,
shouting at the other player that “[i]t’s snowing on the goddamn map, not the territory” (333)
and insisting that “[i]t’s only real-world snow if it’s already in the scenario” (334). This passage
reflects some confusion about the meaning of the term “real-world,” which Pemulis uses not to
describe the physical world they actually occupy, the tennis courts onto which the snow is
falling, but the world of the simulation. After the game deteriorates into violence, he argues that
“[p]layers themselves can’t be valid targets” because “[p]layers aren’t inside the goddamn game.
. . . They’re part of the map. It’s snowing on the players but not on the territory. . . . You can
only launch against the territory. Not against the map.” Thus, he concludes, “You do not get
points for hitting anybody real. Only the gear that maps what’s real” (337). In this passage, he
uses “real” to mean two opposing things—first the players, then the territory being simulated.
Although the map exists in the real world and the territory does not, because the map is also only
a symbolic representation of the territory, it is simultaneously more and less real than the
simulated world of the game.
The game resembles the kind of passive consumption associated with other forms of
media. Although the one game of Eschaton in the novel turns combative and results in several
injuries, under normal circumstances observers “would more likely find an actual game of
Eschaton strangely subdued, even narcotized-looking” (327), in part because the blurring of the

Although there is a strategic component that somewhat discourages aggression, and the simulation runs on complex
mathematical calculations to determine the effect of each impact, the game is basically played by lobbing tennis
balls at other players’ territories.
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lines between reality and simulation encourages immersion. Holland connects the novel’s
entertainment cartridges with an infantile fulfillment of desire in that they allow viewers to sit
passively while all needs are met for them (267-68). This is illustrated by a passage in which, at
the end of a list of specifications for TP units, the novel adds “carpal neuralgia, phospenic
migraine, gluteal hyperadiposity, lumbar stressae” (60), conditions that come from the kind of
narcotized, passive state that both television and Eschaton supposedly induce. In fact, “a
complete disassociation from the realities of the present, composes most of [Eschaton’s] puerile
appeal” (322). In other words, it has the same isolating effect as irony and anhedonia more
broadly.
Eschaton thus bridges the gap between the irony’s disassociation from the real world and
an infantile indulgence in personal pleasure. While Hal connects humanity to being “in some
interior way forever infantile” (694), Quebecois separatist Marathe connects America’s
obsession with the freedom to choose and with the quest for pleasure with infantile behavior, as
well, arguing that such freedom can only lead to “a child’s greedy choices” (320), making it clear
that the alternative to the isolating effect of anhedonia and its resulting inability to feel pleasure
is not the equally isolating pursuit of personal pleasure. The neoliberal conception of personal
freedom is tied to what Marathe calls “[t]he U.S.A. drive for spectation, which your culture
teaches” through an emphasis on the role of choice in television and “the psychic matrix where
viewers had been conditioned . . . to associate the Freedom to Choose and the Right to be
Entertained with all that was U.S. and true” (317, 412). In fact, the absence of choice and quality
entertainment is so contrary to American values and expectations that during a period in which
networks were unable to finance new programs and were left airing only reruns of the same few
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shows, “domestic-crime rates, as well as out-and-out suicides, topped out at figures that cast a
serious pall over the penultimate year of the millennium” (415). This process of conditioning is
not purely fictional; Chamberlain argues that mass customization in the media leads us “to
expect new degrees of flexibility and malleability from most of our experience” (26)—to believe,
in other words, that our personal preferences should reign supreme in all situations.
The novel’s entertainment cartridges, which solved the problem of “choiceless and
unentertaining” television, bear a rather striking, prescient similarity to the process of mass
customization in television implemented in reality: first the “exponential proliferation of cable
channels” (check), “the rise of the total-viewer-control hand-held remotes” (check), and “VCRrecording advances” that could “edit most commercials out of any program taped” (check, in the
form of DVR rather than VCR technology) (411), and then, after these advances destroyed the
broadcast networks’ audience shares and they banded together to form Interlace, the
“empowerment” of being able to “more or less 100% choose what’s on at any given time”
through cartridge rentals and streaming video (check again, in the form of DVD and Blu-Ray
sets, On Demand, and streaming services) (416). Although the novel gets some of its predictions
wrong in terms of technology,26 it foresees the movement toward mass customization and its
consequences for individuals faced with an endless array of options quite well: the fragmentation
of mass culture into one dominated by individual consumer choices and the increasing isolation
of individuals. In this world, half of all adults work from home and half of all “public education
[is] disseminated through accredited encoded pulses, absorbable at home on couches.” Exercise

For instance, one character observes that “the procedures for ordering specific spontaneous pulses from the
service are…technologically and cryptologically complex” (35), which seems contradictory both to the ideal of mass
customization and to real-life user experiences of services like Netflix.
26
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is done in front of the screen, using “Tawni Kondo’s immensely popular exercise program.”
“[T]he market for” large public venues disappears “as more and more events were designed for
cartridge-dissemination and private home-viewing” (517). There is, in general, “so very much
private watching of customized scenes behind drawn curtains in the dreamy familiarity of home”
(620).27 In short, social engagement is increasingly rare.
Not only does freedom from constraint increase our isolation, but it actually reduces
freedom by leading to addictive or compulsive behaviors. Much of this is articulated through
conversations between Steeply and Marathe. Steeply describes the US as “a community” where
each “individual’s right to pursue his own vision of the best ratio of pleasure to pain” is “utterly
sacrosanct” (424). The individualization of freedom is justified and socially functional, he says,
because “each American seeking to pursue his maximum good results together in maximizing
everyone’s good” and Americans are capable of teaching their children “how to make
knowledgeable choices about pleasure and delay and the kid’s overall down-the-road maximal
interests” (424, 429). Steeply contrasts this ideal with what he calls “[t]he National Socialist
Neofascist State of Separate Quebec” (320).28 Marathe, however, refutes Steeply’s argument that

Although the novel represents the compulsiveness of American culture as universal, devoting some time to
depicting addicts of various socio-economic backgrounds, its acceptance of the universality of television’s influence
is not supported with the same kind of detail. In fact, the poorer addicts are not shown to have much of anything to
do with any kind of entertainment media outside of their time in the Ennet house, despite Gately’s assertion that “a
drug addict’s second most meaningful relationship is always with his domestic entertainment unit” (834). The fact
that Antitoi Entertainment, which acts as a base for the Quebecois, is located in “Cambridge’s decayed
Portugo/Brazilian district” does suggest that the lower economic classes do have some access to entertainment
(215), but the novel does not clearly establish it as a direct and compelling force in their lives.
27

Steeply’s comment is not the only instance in which the novel connects the philosophy opposing “freedom-from”
to fascism. ETA instructor Schtitt, who is described as having “certain permanent values which . . . may, admittedly,
have a whiff of proto-fascist potential” (680), echoes most of Marathe’s concerns. He expresses worry over a culture
“where the State is not a team or a code, but a sort of sloppy intersection of desires and fears,” valuing only the “flat
and short-sighted idea of personal happiness” (83). He sees the training at ETA as an antidote to idea, believing that
“jr. athletics was about learning to sacrifice the hot narrow imperatives of the Self—the needs, the desires, the fears,
the multiform cravings of the individual appetitive will—to the larger imperatives of a team (OK, the State) and a
28
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Americans are taught delayed gratification by pointing out that if Americans were capable of
making those kind of mature long-term decisions instead of seeking short term pleasure, the
Office of Unspecified Services would not need to be concerned about dissemination of the
Entertainment in the first place (430). Moreover, in addition to prompting Steeply to consider
how well the maximization of individual good works in circumstances of competition for limited
resources,29 Marathe is quick to point out that emphasizing individual freedom of choice is
destructive to real freedom and happiness. His main point is that the privileging of individual
private interest and pleasure denies individuals knowledge of or access to values and wisdom
that will allow them to make healthy choices and achieve true happiness. “The without end
pursuit of happiness” has led us to “forget the old things which made happiness possible” (319),
he says—namely, the shared causes and values to which individuals may willingly submit.
In contrast to this willful submission, freedom-from threatens autonomy through the
subordination of one’s will to the pursuit of pleasure. Americans, Marathe argues, privilege
pursuits geared toward the satisfaction of spontaneous desires and impulses. Steeply asks, “What
if you just love? Without deciding?” and Marathe replies, “Then in such an instance you are a
set of delimiting rules (OK, the law)” (82). It is based on this invocation of fascism that Timmer argues that the
novel is aware of the threat of totalitarianism as the alternative to America’s freedom, and writes that within the
novel the two views “cancel each other out” (131). However, the novel definitely spends much more time describing
why the glorification of individual freedom of choice hurts Americans than engaging with any seriousness with the
idea of totalitarianism.
It is actually Steeply, speaking for Marathe, who uses Marathe’s chosen metaphor for limited resources—
competing desire for the last available serving of pea soup—to represent US treatment of Canada (427). In addition
to outlining America’s exploitation of Canada, Steeply’s monologue on the subject represents US domination in that
he speaks for and over Marathe and is dismissive of Canada’s grievances. Marathe is on record as objecting to the
way Steeply attempts to speak for Canada, connecting the practice specifically to America’s infantile—and
isolating—view of the world outside itself: “You speak to yourself, inventing sides. This itself is the habit of
children: lazy, lonely, self. I am not even here, possibly, for listening to” (321). Thus, while Steeply’s monologue
both describes and represents US domination, Marathe’s reminder to Steeply that he is speaking for him again
foregrounds how the practice is representative of a problem in US culture that hurts Americans (by making them
lonely) rather than those with whom America interacts.
29
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fanatic of desire, a slave to your individual subjective narrow self’s sentiments” (108).30As
Marathe explains, “[n]ot all compulsion comes from without” (320). The internally-generated
compulsion, the result of people becoming slaves to the pursuit of pleasure, is represented most
directly by the threat posed by the Entertainment, which Marathe notes is only a threat because
Americans are so dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure that they would not be able to resist
watching it. It is also, however, represented by a wide array of compulsive behaviors within
American culture. As Freundenthal observes, “All major and most minor characters have
crippling OCD, crippling compulsive substance abuse, or both” (195).
Addiction and compulsion operate at an intersection between the anhedonia promoted by
televisual irony and the supremacy of personal choice promoted by mass customization. This
duality is represented by the notion of an “abusable escape,” which combines indulgence in some
kind of intense, usually pleasurable stimulation with the need to be distracted from one’s real
emotional state.31 Addiction’s offer of escape is a way of coping with or escaping anhedonia or
even darker emotions. Avril posits substance abuse as one response to sadness for those people
she describes above who are unable to process or acknowledge their feelings of sadness; “they
may drink alcohol or take other drugs” (767). She names her father as one example. Her husband
is another, being “quiet and centered and almost affectless when he was sober” but tending “to
Of course, Marathe is wrong to assume that Canadians are somehow immune to the draw of short-term pleasure
and spontaneous feelings, as Steeply points out, relating to Marathe the story of a series of experiments taking place
in Manitoba surrounding the stimulation of the pleasure center of the brain, and the enormous number of
psychologically sound and neurotypical volunteers once the human trials started, despite knowledge that the test
animals invariably got so addicted to the stimulation that they died from a failure to meet their bodies’ other needs
(472).
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“[P]urposeful sleep-deprivation can also be an abusable escape. . . . [G]ambling can be an abusable escape, too,
and work, shopping, and shoplifting, and sex, and abstention, and masturbation, and food, and exercise, and
meditation/prayer, and sitting so close to the Ennet House’s old D.E.C. TP cartridge viewer that the screen fills your
whole vision and the screen’s static charge tickles your nose like a linty mitten.” (202)
31
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open up in a way that was almost injudicious” while drunk (379). At the same time, substance
abuse cannot be separated from the pleasure addicts take in their substance, aligning it more with
the issue of self-indulgence than emotional numbness. Joelle refers to her drug use as “Too Much
Fun” (231), for instance, and her enjoyment of her drug is so intense that she reflects that “she
liked this more than anyone can like anything and still live” (236).
The particular nature of her pleasure also reiterates the problem of a lack of constraint.
Joelle describes the feeling of a freebasing high as “an afflated orgasm of the heart that makes
her feel . . . sheltered by limits” (235). The desire to be sheltered by limits in particular
problematizes the absence of external constraint, positing limits as a protection from the effects
of unlimited unrestrained freedom of choice. The “proto-fascist” tennis coach Schtitt also values
limits, seeing them as essential not only to tennis but to life: “Without there is something bigger.
Nothing to contain and give the meaning. Lonely” (83). Thus, substance abuse is not only an
indulgence in the imperative of the satisfaction of individual desire but also an escape from the
tyranny of life without limits. The novel suggests, then, that America’s freedom, in the neoliberal
conception promoted by mass customization in the media, makes Americans unhappy by
providing no such limits. As Gonzalez puts it in his article exploring the role of the logic of mass
customization in the novel, “the more choices the individual is given . . . , the more alluring
entertainments are available, the more alone the individual tends to feel” (49).
Addictive and compulsive behaviors are not only a response to or a consequence of
television culture, moreover, but are themselves a vehicle for the reproduction of that culture’s
fragmentary effects. Addiction is, for one thing, a form of fragmentation of the self. One addict
at a meeting describes it as being “like there’s two yous” (346). Subject as they are to their own
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desires, having nothing higher to which to dedicate themselves because they have been taught
that the maximization of their own good is a sacred, noble pursuit, they vacillate helplessly
between competing drives. Moreover, addiction and compulsion cause social fragmentation
through the isolation of individual sufferers from one another. The novel depicts this social
fragmentation through the many stories of destroyed relationships told at the various recovery
meetings featured—the secrecy so often surrounding their use of the substance, divorce, loss of
child custody, strained relationships with other family members, friends, and coworkers, loss of
employment, etc. There are also instances in which addiction leads characters to attempt suicide,
which is the ultimate rejection of society; the novel emphasizes the inward-looking, self-centered
nature of the act and the patterns of thought and behavior exhibited just prior (220). Additionally,
multiple addicted/compulsive characters have serious fears of intimacy. For example, Lenz, one
of the Ennet house residents, experiences terror at the realization that he likes fellow resident
Green: “Lenz likes him, and there’s always this slight hangnail of fear, like clinging, whenever
he likes somebody. It’s like something terrible could happen at any time” (553). This
disengagement with the world is also, to reiterate, the supposed effect of the Entertainment
(508). Addiction and compulsiveness, then, reproduce the problem of isolation and social
fragmentation endemic to the television culture in which such pathologies are born and
normalized.
Although the novel engages with the loss of social cohesion, it focuses on interpersonal
relationships and not larger social institutions, an emphasis on personal happiness that reiterates
the neoliberal logic the novel critiques. There is some consideration of the political ramifications
of television culture in the story of the election to the presidency of celebrity Johnny Gentle, who
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discourages active democracy and instead asks the public to “simply to sit back and enjoy the
show” (383). On the whole, though, the novel’s concern is with individuals and how their
addictions and compulsions or those of their friends or family impact their capacity for
happiness. Even Marathe emphasizes how American television culture precludes real happiness.
Gonzalez points out that “Wallace’s concern with individual unhappiness is in itself an appeal to
the individual” and thus a reiteration of the American logic of personal freedom the novel
critiques (50), making the novel complicit with neoliberalism’s glorification of individual
freedom of choice. In that regard alone, the novel participates in neocolonial discourse in the
sense that neoliberal ideology is central to economic globalization—the same flexibility and
freedom it promises to individuals is provided to multinational corporations at the expense of
environmental protection and workers’ rights. More to the point, the novel is explicitly
concerned with how unhappiness American culture breeds. It associates the specific material
conditions of American life—namely, the material privileges enabling media production and
consumption—with a crisis of social fragmentation in the form of isolation and emotional
disengagement.
Though N. Katherine Hayles argues that the novel does engage a larger geopolitical
scope, her reading overlooks how the novel’s fictionalized portrayal of US political domination
and environmental destruction disguises real-life neocolonial practices. She writes that the novel
suggests that “the idea of an autonomous liberal subject can be a recipe for disaster” and ties the
choices of autonomous individuals to the larger social issues of pollution and ecological
destruction (696). This reading is worth considering in detail because it suggests that the novel is
actually aware of how the first-world problems it depicts are tied to a global material crisis—that
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compulsiveness and the supremacy of the individual consumer are not just a cultural but also an
economic and ecological crisis and that Americans are the perpetrators rather than the (only)
victims. In keeping with this argument, the novel does acknowledge American political
domination over its allies. Ultimately, though, its consideration of material harm created in
conjunction with American privilege is so limited in its geographical and geopolitical scope that
it does not expose the real neocolonial dynamics the story parallels. Hayles connects the Great
Concavity to neocolonialism, arguing that it “signals the transition from imperialism to
experialism”: “While imperialism is about expropriating valuable natural resources from less
powerful nations, experialism is about forcing them to accept the industrial wastes that result
when the expropriated natural resources are turned into capitalist commodities” (685).
Experialism is the term used in the novel by Marathe and is a neologism coined by Wallace to
describe the specific political conditions surrounding the forced annexation of the Great
Concavity (421). However, the term represents a disingenuous bit of semantic hair-splitting
rooted in a narrow definition of imperialism that includes only direct expropriation and not
manipulation of trade policies to achieve that end. It also disguises the extent to which the
outsourcing of waste and environmental degradation are a major function of globalization’s
neocolonialist practices.32

This is true for both the waste resulting from production and post-consumer waste. When manufacturing sites
move to where labor is cheaper, the waste and the consequences of storing it go with them. Moreover, comparative
advantage encourages unsustainable overproduction, which has negative environmental impacts in itself
(overfishing hurts marine ecosystems, for instance) and also encourages practices like deforestation. Both the
creation of manufacturing sites and export-driven production involve the redirection of natural resources;
McMichael cites the threat of the “diversion of water resources via intensively irrigated agro-export production, the
destruction of water catchments by mining operations, and the appropriation of water by eucalyptus plantations”
among the causes of environmental damage in the neocolonized world (162). Additionally, the United States exports
much of its post-consumer waste. Jennifer Clapp writes about the phenomenon of “waste distancing,” which
resonates with Infinite Jest’s depiction of America’s obsession with cleanliness. This is accomplished by the
transportation of waste away from communities and even out of the country, mostly to “developing countries” in
32
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Moreover, the novel’s positioning of Canada as the primary victim of America’s waste
production and management crisis elides rather than exposes real dynamics of imperialism by
hiding from view the neocolonized world and the forms of production that create waste in those
regions.33 Marathe, while undercover at the Ennet house, tells Kate Gompert, “we are a strong
people, but not strong as a nation, surrounded by strong nations” (776). At the time, he is
pretending to be Swiss, but his follow-up statement, “There is much hatred of our neighbors, and
unfairness,” suggests in its clear invocation of the Quebecois’s attitudes toward the US that he is
giving his honest opinion of Canada. It is an odd choice to cast another advanced economy as a
weak nation surrounded by nations much stronger than it. Moreover, Canada is not actually
much victimized by the creation of the Great Concavity. It is not the removal of all US waste to
the area that becomes the Great Concavity to which the Canadians object but only the change in
possession of the land (406). It is, in fact, not certain that the situation surrounding the Great

Africa, “Latin America, the Caribbean, South Asia, East and Southeast Asia, as well as Eastern Europe” (169).
Experialism, then, is very much a real phenomenon, but it functions within an imperial arrangement of power and
wealth and not as a new stage of imperialism. Additionally, the targets of experialism in real life are economically
disadvantaged and formerly colonized nations.
33

The novel pays little attention to the world outside of North America. Even Mexico, in reality a much better
example of how the US enforces its will on its supposed allies, is basically absent, despite being a member of
ONAN. The president of Mexico gets a few reaction shots in Mario’s film about the creation of ONAN, but
contributes nothing to the discussion, has no opinion on anything, and is essentially irrelevant to the organization
and to the novel’s political plotline. The novel’s other major engagement with politics, the Eschaton nuclear war
simulation, also only acknowledges the existence of certain regions: America, the Soviet Union, China, India, South
Africa, and the Middle East. The rest of Asia, all of Latin America, and all of Africa north of South Africa and south
of Libya essentially do not exist, beyond a quick note that somewhere in the course of the game, “Several repressive
right-wing regimes in the Third World suffer coups d’etat and are replaced by repressive left-wing regimes” and a
brief mention of Sierra Leone (326, 337). The only other example of engagement with the world outside of North
America is when the narrator names the consequence of failing to make the professional tennis tour: “you’re going
to get your full spectrum of gram-negative and cholera and amoebic-dysentery shots and try to eke out some kind of
sad diasporic existence on a Eurasian satellite pro tour” (283). Again, this involves a lack of geographical or
geopolitical specificity that characterizes the novel’s attention to America’s relationship to the world overall.
Christine M. Peffer, writing about the novel’s engagement with America exceptionalism, highlights the absence of
the rest of the world but claims the absence “further enforces the Gentle administration’s Americacentric
worldview” (229). However, the novel cannot resolve or challenge that absence by perpetuating it.

159
Concavity even fits the definition of experialism to begin with: the waste is only being moved to
Canadian territory in the sense that the land where the waste is being dumped changes hands.
With the exception of the possible but entirely unspecified damage caused by the use of the fans
at the southern edge of the Great Concavity, it is actually the Americans in the dumping area,
territory chosen to punish New Hampshire and Maine for not allowing the president’s party on
their ballots (402), that suffer the most, first in the form of health effects and then from having to
be relocated (399).
America is, in fact, the site of all the novel’s real material suffering, first suffocated by its
own waste (despite the real life practices that protect the natural environment in the US at the
expense of that of other countries), then manipulated by its president into looking elsewhere for
the source of its problems while he uses the diversion as an opportunity to pile waste into
territories occupied by US citizens and force ownership of that land onto Canada (a process
aided by the distraction offered by the media). American citizens are left with the legacy of these
actions, not only in the sense that, as a Canadian student tells an American student at a party,
“[y]ou cannot give away your filth and prevent all creepage,” because “[f]ilth by its very nature
it is a thing that is creeping always back” (233), but also in the sense that the contentiousness
created between the US and the Quebec separatists has made US citizens vulnerable to attack in
the form of the Entertainment. Finally, since the Americans are also in charge of the annulation
activities—the creation of energy from nuclear waste, a process that actually cleanses the
environment of toxic material—taking place in the Great Concavity (571), it is not even as
though the US has ceded responsibility for their waste management. The experialism that takes
place in the novel is merely symbolic—an in-name-only rejection of a despoiled territory—and
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the American people are the real victims of their waste management strategies. This focus on
Americans as the real victims even of obvious wrong-doing by the American government is
carried forward in The Zero.
Jess Walter’s The Zero: Fragmented Consciousness, Simulated Reality
Jess Walter’s The Zero is about Brian Remy, a man living a fragmented life. He
experiences gaps in his memory, times when he is acting without awareness, doing “really bad
things” behind his own back (117). The novel, told from his perspective, leaves those gaps open
for the reader, ending sections in the middle of sentences and picking up with a new scene when
Remy’s consciousness returns. The gaps are ostensibly the result of a failed suicide attempt—a
gunshot to the head—that begins the novel. In the wake of the attempt, Remy, an officer with the
NYPD, is assigned by The Boss, a shady figure who runs New York City in some official but
unexplained capacity, to join the secretive Document Department, a bureau of the newly formed
Office of Liberty and Recovery. Their task is “recovering the record of our progress, the proof of
our place in the world” in the aftermath of 9/11 by “gather[ing] up all the paper and put[ting] it
all back” (19). The Document Department looks to “expand” its “responsibilities” and begins to
operate as an intelligence agency (22). Thereafter, Remy finds himself investigating one of the
missing, March Selios, whom the Document Department suspects of having been given advance
notice about the attacks (58). The investigation develops into a conspiracy in which a suspected
terror cell that Remy is working to stop turns out to consist solely of plants from various
intelligence agencies who are all killed (314, 319), a “victory” that causes a “bounce in The
President’s popularity” (325).

161
The novel’s engagement with fragmentation and how it enables the creation of
simulations and fictions that supersede reality focuses on Americans as the victims of both their
cultural pathology and the activities of the state, and it presents those activities with too little
specificity to provide the kind of historical and geopolitical context that Timothy Melley
suggests it offers. Melley reads the novel as exploring “the contradictions of the democratic
security state and the conditions of citizenship in an era of clandestine warfare” (20), arguing that
Remy’s “problems with self-governance suggests a serious crisis of democracy” and that his
fragmented consciousness reflects “the way the security state has compartmentalized national
consciousness” (25, 27). In other words, Remy’s complex relationship to the conspiracy in which
he is embedded represents the position of citizens in relationship to a state executing covert
security activities and his complicity in those “really bad things” implicates us all. Thus,
Melley’s reading and what little other criticism written on The Zero focuses on the novel’s
attention, rare among literary responses to 9/11, to American foreign policy, overlooking the
novel’s cultural critique, which focuses, as in the previous novels, on fragmentation and
hyperreality.34
The novel generalizes Remy’s experiences of fragmentation, depicting them as a
universal cultural condition. As Remy tries to find a way to live his life despite the gaps, he more
and more tries to convince himself that his condition is not unique, that “maybe every life is
lived moment to moment” and that memory and history are always nothing more than
constructed narratives; in reality, “there are always gaps” (160). “Perhaps life had returned to

34

John N. Duvall and Robert P. Marzec also name The Zero as novel that engages with the geopolitical realities of
9/11 (386).
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normal,” he thinks, “and that normal was a string of single moments disconnected from one
another. No reason to think that anything had ever been different” (163). Moreover, his
experiences seem to resonate with others’ or vice versa. Often when he admits that he does not
know what is happening, people treat his confusion as apt observations (99-100), as jokes (158),
or as a profound reflection on post-September 11 life. Remy’s partner Paul claims to understand
and sympathize with Remy’s claim that “the days just skip by” (86), and all his old friends in law
enforcement laugh and nod when he says he is not “entirely sure what’s happening to [him]”
(95). Meanwhile, Remy is struck by April’s description of her grief as being like a dream (102),
arguing that that would “help explain the gaps, and the general incongruity of life now” (263).
Later, Paul describes having a “moment” where he “didn’t know how [he] got where [he] was”
and asks if Remy has ever experienced anything similar (305). These moments indicate that
Remy’s condition is not outside the bounds of what is normal. Moreover, that his fragmented
consciousness does not disrupt his social interactions further suggests that Remy is not wrong to
speculate that “this was not some condition he had, but a life” (160). Later, he thinks, “Perhaps
nothing made sense anymore and this was some kind of cultural illness they all shared” (264).
The normalization of such fragmentation as simply what life is like is tied to the mass
media as in the previous works. When Remy thinks that April’s dream theory would “explain the
gaps, and the general incongruity of life now,” he is not talking about his own experiences but
rather a general dissolution of coherent strings of cause and effect within American society that
he associates in part with “the cyclic repetition of events on the news” and “wildly famous
people who no one could recall becoming famous” (263). The novel also attends specifically to
reality television production. April and her brother Gus are being filmed for a program called
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From the Ashes, presumably about life after 9/11. During this scene, April and Gus are asked to
repeat an exchange (205), are fed dialogue (206), and are encouraged to perform “real emotions”
on cue (207). The producer, Tina, insists that she is not being manipulative. “I don’t want you to
do anything that makes you feel phony,” she says. “That would be creepy. . . . [I]t’s best when
it’s . . . real. The realer the better” (207). This comes immediately after she assures them that
they will not need to repeat the scene because, the cameraman says, “we have the audio and we
can cut away,” so “we’ll take care of it in editing” (207)—in other words, they will splice the
audio into different footage, separating the visual and audio components of the scene. Later, she
essentially scripts their goodbyes, telling them, “be yourselves,” but also telling them where to
stand and giving direction on their body language. This scene, too, is going to be spliced together
using audio recorded during a long shot interspersed with footage from a second take filmed
“close in a two-shot” (208). Tina seems to be at pains to obscure the manipulation in the final
product, using invisible microphone packs, telling April not to look at her, and telling April, the
“most important thing is that you act as if we’re not here” (206-207).35 In summation, the
continuity of reality is broken up into separate scenes, which need to be repeated; in the filming
process, the people being filmed are divided by the dual obligations to be themselves and to give
the producer what she wants; the final product further fragments what was actually filmed
through the editing process; and from these fragments emerge a simulation that is posing as
reality.36

As Mark Andrejevic points out in his discussion of reality television, an illusion of authenticity depends upon the
notion that people behave normally while they know they are under surveillance, requiring participants to perform
their lack of performance (130-31).
35

Baudrillard briefly addresses reality television as a form of hyperreality, describing the “experience” as “a
question of . . . a sort of frisson of the real, or of an aesthetics of the hyperreal, a frisson of vertiginous and phony
36
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As in the previous works, then, this mass media-promoted fragmentation fosters the
creation of a hyperreality. The novel demonstrates that hyperreality is also a normalized
condition of American life when April describes to Remy a breakdown she experiences while at
work. “I couldn’t walk around pretending any of this made sense anymore,” she tells him, and
her boss Nicole describes how April refused to “make an option offer on a hedge for a potential
studio in a proposed rehab on some regrade land possibly slated for rezoning,” objecting that
they “were selling air” (229). The entire industry for which she works is grounded in the selling
of non-real assets. The novel also invokes the concept of hyperreality in the creation of Terror
Cell 93, which is essentially a simulacrum formed by competing agencies doing fake intelligence
work to take down a fake threat whose artificiality is both obscured and irrelevant to the purpose
it serves. This power to create a simulated reality results from fragmentation and is endemic to
American culture, and it operates within the family as well as in the government and the
economy. Remy’s son Edgar, for instance, creates a fiction that his father died on 9/11, a story
Edgar claims he needs in order to be able to feel real grief rather than the “weightless” grief that
only sees the victims of the attacks as abstractions, “just some weak shared moment in the
culture, like the final episode of a TV show everybody watches” (34). Edgar is in a sense trying
to get beyond the artificiality of the cultural moment, in which most of the country is really only
grieving the “loss of safety,” the “shattered illusion that a lifetime of purchases and television
programs had meaning,” and the “emptiness of their Palm Pilots and SUVs and baggy jeans” by
attaching his grief to something specific (34).

exactitude, a frisson of simultaneous distancing and magnification, of distortion of scale, of an excessive
transparency” (28).
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Edgar’s creation of artifice to escape artifice and his insistence on the importance of the
fake death to his real life are both, in themselves, a reflection of Baudrillard’s theory. Duvall and
Marzec see this scene as making “a serious point about the overly facile application of a notion
of collective trauma” (386). However, Edgar’s specific grief is as much a lie as he considers
generalized grief to be because his father is not dead. A fan of a “communal computer
experience . . . like an alternate world” that is “character-driven and action-reaction oriented. Just
like the real world” (30). Edgar is incapable of recognizing either the artifice or the hurtfulness
of his fantasy, which is disrespectful of his actual, living father, whom he has essentially
renounced, and of those whose grief he is appropriating in his quest for authenticity. Just as the
simulated world of his game is a real world to him, the imagined world in which his father is
dead is real to him, so real that the fact that his father is actually alive has absolutely no
relevance.
That Edgar’s classmates and even his teachers believe Remy to be dead, moreover,
demonstrates the difficulty of challenging established narratives. Reality, the novel suggests, is
ultimately determined by what is recorded for others to see. People see Edgar’s grief but not the
living Remy (due to their estrangement after Remy’s divorce from Edgar’s mother Carla);
therefore, Remy is dead. This happens within the conspiracy, as well. Markham tells Remy that
the “federally mandated charge” of the Document Department is “to have a pure record. All the
columns adding up” (64). It does not take Remy very long, however, to realize that “any detail
would become important if he wrote it down, that its importance would be determined by the
record he kept” (67). This ability to make things matter by writing them down also affects
Remy’s medical records. The Boss suggests that a back injury is the ideal disability claim for
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Remy to make to justify taking leave from his regular law enforcement job (55). Eventually the
back problems make it onto his medical records and even lead him to be given a prescription for
pain medication; the fact that his back does not hurt is simply proof that the medication works
(196, 223). The fragmented nature of information collection and dispersal allows for the
insertion of falsehoods. It also enables us to place excessive weight on a single fragment during
our attempts to interpret and build meaning from the information presented to us.
The deliberate manipulation of perceived reality is an outgrowth of the normal process of
selective memory and narrative building endemic to American life. The conditions that allow it
to happen are natural—fragmentation is just what life is like now, and our vulnerability to “the
propaganda of distraction and triviality” is likewise something that has happened to us because
“[e]ntertainment,” “the singular thing [we] produce now,” is the “most insidious, greatest
propaganda ever devised” (222-23). Nonetheless, there is a clear sense of American agency in
how those conditions are manipulated in order to justify political decisions. The novel makes it
clear that people willfully accept and participate in false narratives. When Paul is speaking some
uncomfortable truths about how the post-9/11 treatment of cops makes him feel, Remy tells him,
“there are things we can’t say now . . . there are things . . . we have to leave alone. We have to let
‘em sit there, and don’t say anything about ‘em” (12). We “turn on the television; go to the
cinema.” We “demand the propaganda of distraction and triviality” and let it “become . . . [our]
national faith” (222-23). As Remy’s informant Jaguar criticizes, America has become a “public
relations firm,” a society that collectively excels at “forget[ting] the truth”: “You’re always
convincing yourselves that the world isn’t what it is,” he says, “that no one’s reality matters
except your own” (222).
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However, despite the novel’s willingness to directly implicate the American public in the
“really bad things” the state does, its focus is on our culture’s effects on us in isolation. It offers
very little attention to any actions being taken overseas. Even though The Boss names
justification for war as one motive for the operation, the only direct reference to military action is
when Remy’s ex-wife’s husband Steve advocates that we just attack everyone because he does
not “see that it matters who we bomb, long as we do it while we still have the upper hand. Line
‘em up. Clean house.” (28). Horrifying as those statements are, they occupy a single page and are
voiced by a minor and fairly ridiculous character who is so lacking in self-awareness that he
proceeds to list all the ways in which he is supposedly superior to Remy without any sense that
he is being insulting (29). Moreover, the novel’s temporal setting and the passage’s lack of
specific geographical labels work together to ensure that any real-life response to 9/11 is outside
the novel’s scope. Finally, Jaguar’s criticism of America’s habit of forgetting is not about how it
makes America behave toward the rest of the world or even, in any clear sense, what kinds of
conditions or actions it allows Americans to overlook. It is instead a statement about what makes
us “such poor victims,” because “[y]ou can’t truly know suffering if you know nothing of rage.
And you can’t feel genuine rage if you won’t acknowledge loss” (222). In other words, the novel
is not concerned about what the American people’s habit of forgetting allows or inspires us to
perpetuate; it is only concerned about the effect of forgetting on the American people. It does not
critique the practices that emerge from the culture but only critiques the culture itself and, in
doing so, presents that culture as a problem that Americans face.37

The novel also contains an instance of attention to the division of labor under globalization in Remy’s reflection
on the obvious class divisions in the posters for the missing. In the “last stratum,” the previously invisible “black,
Hispanic, or foreign-born” service workers, the pictures all suggest that “they'd known disaster before this day, too,
like flood survivors clinging to trees” (74). This, too, however, is brief and without the context needed to connect the
37
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There is, then, very little sense of any actual outwardly-directed action. Instead, there is
only the vague goal of “reclaiming our place in the world” (54). The main focus of all the actions
in which Remy half-unwittingly participates is domestic control. Their goal is to make the
American public afraid, to counter the fact that the “perception of danger” has “[w]aned.” To
what exactly this waning fear is “counterproductive” is not stated (273-74); there is only the
implication that the public is insufficiently afraid, presented as a problem in itself. They want, as
well, to present an image of strength and competence—they stage a bombing, but first they stage
a takedown of the terror cell responsible, so they can induce fear but also proclaim “victory”
(325). They can make people afraid, and then present themselves as their protectors, and the
consequence is the exact kind of passive acquiescence that Jaguar describes as our dominant
cultural trait. The enemies toward whom this fear is directed remain a largely invisible and
amorphous “they”—the Boss voices concerns about letting “them” win by failing to recover all
the documents lost (55)—which emphasizes the imaginary nature of the threat. Although this
works to satirize the real-life rhetoric surrounding the war on terror, it does not contextualize or
add any clear definition to “them.” The novel does counter the demonization of Islam, including
through one interesting factoid about the Koran, that “there are a hundred ninety-two mentions of
Allah’s compassion” but “only seventeen instances of his vengeance” (320). However, because
the conflict between Islam and the West both disregards the presence of Muslims within the
United States and, as Barber’s Jihad vs. McWorld argues, masks a larger economic conflict and
the structures and practices underlying it, such a focus on religion as the site of difference

presence of imported labor in New York to actions America has taken; instead, it’s a comment solely on domestic
economic hierarchies.
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between “us” and “them” does little to challenge or add clarity to the rhetoric that the novel
parodies.
Jaguar, the source of that information about the Koran, offers an effective outsider’s
perspective that calls into focus that America exists in relationship to other countries—he
mentions, for instance, that America tends to “switch sides indiscriminately” in international
conflicts, to “arm [our] enemies and wonder why [we] get shot with [our] own guns” (291), and
also briefly addresses media imperialism by suggesting that America is “wrapping the world in
cables full of happy-ever-after stories of fleshy blondes and animated fish and talking cars”
(222). However, he focuses on diagnosing our internal cultural pathologies; any mentions of
their effects on people outside the US are brief, vague, and only bolster an argument about what
is wrong with us that is centered upon what we do to ourselves—we are the ones who get shot
when we arm our enemies and we are the ones most affected by our own media propaganda. In
fact, the material privilege in being a nation whose primary “export” is entertainment, he
suggests, puts the US at a disadvantage: “while people elsewhere die questioning the propaganda
of tyrants and royals,” he tells Remy, “you crave yours” (222). In other words, we are less free as
a result of our mass media infrastructure.
Although the novel does indicate a global scope to American political activities by
emphasizing our standing in relationship to the world, the world is nonetheless invisible, and the
nature of our relationship to it, besides a vague sense of being powerful, is unclear. There is no
sense of how the “commerce” the Boss wants to reclaim is itself global in scope or that it
involves exploitative neocolonial practices. As a satire of American culture, the novel makes
some striking observations, but its focus does not extend far enough to also include consideration
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of the practices to which our cultural pathologies give rise except where those practices hurt
Americans. Some of those Americans who are hurt, of course, are Muslims who get caught up in
Terror Cell 93 and its investigation; a man named Assan is kidnapped and tortured (134-38), and
a man named Mahmoud, whose son is actually in the American army, has his restaurant’s
window broken (111). Much worse, all the members of Cell 93 except for Jaguar are killed in a
raid while making threatening videos and the news report indicates that Jaguar dies in the train
station bombing (319, 325). However, the fact of their suffering at the hands of the intelligence
agencies, though it is a reminder of domestic postcolonial legacies, avoids, like most American
postcolonial studies, any consideration of neocolonial practices in international relations.
Although foreign-born and not fully assimilated, these men are Americans suffering at the hands
of their own government, which has no objection to killing “our guys” (314), as Remy calls
them. Moreover, the others who get hurt are the five American citizens sacrificed in the train
station bombing, which US intelligence agencies engineered for the purpose of further
manipulating the American people—a goal that, again, is largely an end in itself rather than a
means for any clear or specific global action, and which thus ensures that the American victims
of both the bombing and the deception are our primary concern.
The Zero echoes the depictions of social fragmentation in White Noise and Infinite Jest,
wherein it is a condition that emerges in relationship to the mass media. In those novels,
television is a force, taking apart people’s identities and their social bonds while facilitating the
creation of simulations that take the place of a formerly solid reality. The Zero is more directly
focused on the creation of those simulations and how the fragments are deliberately manipulated
by interested parties in order to create coherent but false narratives that justify their actions, but
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such parties are visible in the other novels: the government organization in White Noise who sets
up SIMUVAC to help create an illusion of control and safety over future disasters; the illusion of
cleanliness created by the Great Concavity in Infinite Jest; the power of advertising in both.
Moreover, The Zero’s political commentary emphasizes American accountability, including both
the active role played by the government and others in charge of disseminating information in
creating false narratives of justification and the passive complicity of the public who accepts any
story that makes sense of the fragments. However, the narrative in which those observations are
embedded presents the Americans who have to live with the fragmented nature of contemporary
life and are vulnerable to the justifying narratives as the real targets of the various political
machinations that occur.
Conclusion
Taken together, these novels suggest that contemporary American literature treats
television’s facilitation of simulations as both a defining state of modern American life and as a
threat to internal coherence and social cohesion. People feel lost, confused, disconnected from
themselves and from the world, and family units are both affected by and perpetuate this
confusion—families literally break apart through divorce, or members become distant from one
another as television culture pervades the home and acclimation to the medium inspires secrecy,
isolation, and compulsion. However, neither fragmentation as a problem nor television as an
influential medium can be entirely separated from consumerism, which all three novels invoke in
relationship to the penetration of advertising into American life: Steffie creating mantras out of
product names in her sleep in White Noise (155), the explosion of the tongue-scraper industry in
response to commercials telling everyone how disgusting their mouths are in Infinite Jest (413),
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and the commercialization of 9/11 and its heroes in The Zero (176). While Baudrillard and
Hodkinson indicate, respectively, that television is responsible for the rise of consumerism and
that consumerism is the root of the fragmentation of identity, contemporary American literature
does not address consumerism only by attending to fragmentation but also considers it as a
problem in itself. Depictions of consumer culture and its supposed consequences—homogeneity,
the breeding of insecurity and irresponsibility, and the loss of agency—are the subject of chapter
four.

CHAPTER FOUR: CONSUMER SOCIETY AND AFFLUENZA
Consumerism is another supposed malady of contemporary American life that
theorists and literature both treat as a serious problem while downplaying its global material
consequences. Consumerism refers to the cultural emphasis on consumption over production;
Zygmunt Bauman writes that “[t]he way present-day society shapes up its members is dictated
first and foremost by the need to play the role of consumer” (Work, Consumerism, and the New
Poor 24).1 Late capitalism’s increased emphasis on consumption is a product of the neocolonial
practices that maintain economic inequalities between nations. Being, per political scientist
Andrea Migone, a “growth-only” model, capitalism must continually increase consumption by
either “increasing the number of consumers, or by increasing the levels of consumption” of
existing consumers (7); however, global poverty makes the former difficult, necessitating

Consumption, of course, has always been a necessary component of capitalism. Marx explains that “production
produces consumption (1) by creating the material for it; (2) by determining the manner of consumption; and (3) by
creating the products, initially posited by it as objects, in the form of a need felt by the consumer” (253). That does
not negate the fact that there is something different about contemporary consumerism—namely, the sheer amount of
stuff we consume and the amount of resources used or destroyed in the process. WorldWatch’s 2012 State of the
World report notes that “[a]ccording to the World Bank, people in the world’s middle and upper classes more than
doubled their levels of consumption between 1960 and 2004, compared with a 60 percent increase for those on the
lower rungs of the income ladder” (5). Andrea Migone explains that increase in terms of economic practices, while
Baudrillard’s focus on advertising offers a cultural explanation. An additional factor lies in the naturalization of
neoliberal ideology, which emphasizes consumer role as a source of freedom and agency, which is in part the subject
of Benjamin Barber’s Jihad vs. McWorld and Con$umed.
1
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increasing consumption in the first world.2 Jean Baudrillard explains the shift from a productionbased to a consumption-based economy as a socio-psychological phenomenon tied to the
manufacturing of desire. He posits that the mass media drives the increase in consumption
through the proliferation of images, which creates false needs. Baudrillard argues that the focus
of production as a whole has shifted from the production of goods to the production of signs
(Selected Writings 46). In other words, capitalism manufactures needs by redirecting desire
toward particular signs; what consumers buy is the socially-constructed sign values attached to
objects, which we purchase for the sake of differentiating ourselves according to the dictates of
fashion. Most work on consumption builds from Baudrillard, Conrad Lodziak explains, but
eliminates his critical stance. This body of work “subsumes all sources of motivation to those
directly relevant to self-identity” (32), such that consumer behaviors are generally understood as
a form of self-expression and self-fashioning that is often taken to be liberatory (24-26).
Discussions of consumerism as a wide-spread cultural practice, however, more often
present it as an issue of materialism, a shallow preoccupation with appearances and status, and
narcissistic self-indulgence—in short, as a cultural sickness that is a threat to our individual and
collective well-being. Unlike the problems discussed in previous chapters, these discussions do
not obfuscate how American consumerism is tied to privilege. The treatment of privilege as a
detriment to happiness is not mere implication but the very point of the critique: our affluence,
which is presented as though it is shared evenly among the entire American populace, has made
us miserable. The misery under which privileged consumers operate even has a name, affluenza,

2

The global division of labor also enables the first world to consume more, in part because lower production costs
increase the availability and accessibility of goods.
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which criticisms of consumerism widely employ.3 Kim Humphery summarizes the dominant
rhetoric of such critiques, which collectively argue “that consumerism is driven by a conditioned
desire to keep up with the Joneses and ultimately results not in satisfaction but in unhappiness”
(21). He notes sustained attention to how “over-consumption undermines our sense of well-being
and happiness,” promotes “a culture of . . . instantaneous gratification,” contributes to “cultural
homogenization,” “and fragments communities and social relationships” (5). The themes of anticonsumerist social commentary, he notes, include the framing of an economic phenomenon as
not only a cultural pathology but an individual moral failing and the focus on the deleterious
effects of consumerism within the first world (7).4
The problem of consumerism is a major theme within contemporary American literature
as well as sociological and cultural criticism. Andrew Dix, Brian Jarvis, and Paul Jenner write
that “[a]ny discussion of contemporary American fiction has to talk about consumerism.

“Affluenza” is the title of two books by John de Graff, David Wann, and Thomas H. Naylor (Affluenza: How
Overconsumption Is Killing Us and How to Fight Back and Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic), another by
Clive Hamilton and Richard Denniss (Affluenza: When Too Much Is Never Enough), another by Oliver James
(Affluenza: How to Be Successful and Stay Sane), as well as a documentary, also by de Graaf, and a PBS special on
overconsumption. The term has also famously been used in another context as part of the legal defense of Ethan
Couch, a wealthy teen who killed four people and injured two more in a drunk driving accident. Psychologist G.
Dick Miller, an expert witness for the defense, used the term to argue that the privileged and permissive conditions
of Couch’s upbringing meant that he was incapable of understanding the consequences of his actions and that as a
result he should not be sent to jail for his crime. According to AP reporter Ramit Plushnik-Masti, the term “was
popularized in the late 1990s by Jessie O'Neill . . . when she wrote the book The Golden Ghetto: The Psychology of
Affluence” and “has since been used to describe a condition in which children . . . from richer families . . . have a
sense of entitlement, are irresponsible, make excuses for poor behavior, and sometimes dabble in drugs and alcohol”
(n. pag.).
3

4

Humphery acknowledges that most discussions of overconsumption pay lip-service to issues like inequality and
environmental degradation. He writes: “In terms of global inequality, contemporary commentary can, and repeatedly
does, point to the fact that 20 per cent of the world’s population—those residing in rich nations—account for around
85 per cent of total global consumer spending. In terms of environmental degradation, critics press home the reality
that world consumption, global recession or not, is now far exceeding the Earth’s capacity to regenerate the
resources feeding production” (6). He also observes, however, that “much contemporary debate is exclusively
focused on the impact of consumerism on the western life-world” (144).
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Arguably, consumerism constitutes the essential context for understanding contemporary
literature and society” (32). The representations of consumerism they highlight focus on such
issues as the ubiquity and seductive power of advertising and “the visual culture of consumer
society” (134). James Annesley identifies attention to advertising as a major characteristic of
blank fiction, which is his preferred term for a literary movement in the 1980s and 1990s, mostly
focused on and in New York, that explores the “disaffection, decadence, and brutality” of
contemporary American society and is “concerned with the relationship between the individual
and consumer culture” (Blank Fictions 2). These works by a group of authors sometimes referred
to as the “brat pack,” including Jay McInerney and Chuck Palahniuk, use commercial images
and names to add verisimilitude and thematic support to such works’ representations of
contemporary life as awash in advertising (7). Of course, Dix, Jarvis, and Jenner point out that
alongside critiques of consumerism, there are outright celebrations of “retail therapy,” such as
Candace Bushnell’s Sex and the City (32), that illustrate the treatment of consumption as
liberatory that Lodziak observes in the dominant theories.5 For the most part, however, American
literature’s attention to consumerism conforms to the themes Humphery identifies in the cultural
criticism, presenting it as a ubiquitous force that influences individuals’ behavior in negative
ways, encouraging shallowness and irresponsibility under the guise of promoting freedom of
choice, all while reducing our real agency and undermining community and democracy.
Humphery’s summary of anti-consumerist rhetoric must be contextualized within the
wider body of first-world-problems discourse, as it is simply another branch of the neocolonialist

Eva Yin-i Chen offers an effective analysis of how such celebrations within the “chick lit” genre promote
neoliberalism, observing that “[c]hick lit heroines . . . embrace the rhetoric of individual choice and freedom, which
is often also measured in terms of commodity consumption” (245).
5
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obfuscation of the material conditions of globalization. Gibson’s Pattern Recognition (2003)
presents the ubiquity of commodity-signs and the inescapability of consumerism as a source of
anxiety for first-world consumers. Jay McInerney’s The Good Life (2006) represents
consumerism as social pressure that results in status insecurity and narcissism. Chuck
Palahniuk’s Fight Club (1996) presents consumerism as a threat to agency. More than with any
other trope, representations of consumerism as a problem explicitly and overtly treat privilege as
an affliction while rendering invisible the unjust economic practices that support first-world
overconsumption.
Pattern Recognition: Branding and Commodification
Pattern Recognition’s6 world is one in which brands and trademarks are so omnipresent
that they have become oppressive. This oppression is the novel’s version of affluenza or
consumerism as a first-world cultural pathology, here associated less with consumer behaviors
and attitudes—beyond their acceptance of the meanings associated with specific brands—than
the cultural space those consumers occupy, which is dominated by the inescapable, unknowable,
and coercive forces of corporate marketing. The fundamentally unhealthy nature of this culture is
illustrated both at the individual level through protagonist Cayce’s allergy to/phobia of logos and
at the social level through attention to the homogenizing power of marketing, which subsumes
all forms of production and expression into the logic of commodification.
A fair amount of criticism on the novel engages with its depictions of consumerism. Neil
Easterbrook, for instance, discusses Cayce’s attempts to resist homogenization by preserving
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“the regional, the local, the ‘authentic’” (47). Annesley, in contrast, points out Cayce’s
complicity with consumerism by noting her continued use of and loyalty to specific brands
(Fictions of Globalization 100). He also argues that the novel’s attention to consumerism as
inescapable fails to consider the many people excluded from it (58). Sherryl Vint observes that
Cayce’s supposed rejection of consumerism involves the effacement of production histories and
thus the elision of the material conditions of consumer capitalism. Lee Konstantinou agrees that
Cayce’s specific attitude toward brands involves the erasure of production histories (70), but
argues that the novel is an example of Bruce Robbins’s “sweatshop sublime,” giving readers
insight into how local conditions are tied to the global economic system through its use of brand
names (87, 95). These readings already engage with the notion of consumerism as embedded
within a larger capitalist system of production that the novel elides. However, the novel’s
portrayal of branding as mysterious and inescapable also contributes to an existing first-worldproblems discourse by mystifying the operation of global capitalism. The novel’s preoccupation
with branding as the primary feature of consumerism obfuscates production processes involved
in the creation of consumer goods, its treatment of marketing as a mysterious psychological
phenomenon casts consumerism as an unexplainable social force rather than a set of economic
practices, and its depiction of the culture of consumer capitalism is incredibly narrow in its
geographical scope even as it attempts to acknowledge the spreading influence of branding,
allowing it to falsely represent the conditions of a few advanced economies as a global culture.
In the end, the real problem the novel explores is the struggle of people in the first world to
adjust to the new conditions of consumer society.

179
The novel’s problematization of consumerism focuses on the process by which brands
come to surround us and carry an excess of meaning, what Mary Bucholtz explains as a set of
“top-down processes whereby corporations create and impose a semiotics of commodities on
consumers” (377).7 The ubiquity of brands and marketing announces itself first through the
brand and product names that appear in just the first few pages: Lego, Google, Fruit of the Loom,
Weetabix, 501s, Mac (1-3).8 Cayce also observes the force that fashion and the “[d]ifferent
cultural parameters” of various cities impose on people’s consumer choices, citing her boss
Bernard Stonestreet’s very different approaches to fashion in New York and London (9). As “a
dowser in the world of global marketing” (2), the relationships between fashion choices and
subcultures are Cayce’s specialty, allowing her to assert confidently that “Italians who work in

Pasi Falk describes how advertising represents consumers as having a “deficit” to which the product is a
“complement.” This depends upon the individualization of the product through branding and the movement from an
emphasis on the product, which answers a specific identifiable material need, to an emphasis on the relationship
between the product and the user, which fills the unnamed deficit (188-89). The relationship fills this deficit not
through the use-value of the object but through the specific cultural associations of the brands, which provide
consumers with some quality of personality, or the sign thereof, that they feel they lack—makes them cool, sexy,
successful, professional, intellectual, nonconformist, etc. In short, in contemporary consumerism, all consumption
supposedly follows the logic of conspicuous consumption that Thorstein Veblen articulated back in the Gilded Age
when he noted that “accumulated property” functions as a “trophy” that serves as “evidence of prowess” (235).
While Veblen’s argument is focused on the accumulation of property in general, however, the contemporary theories
argue that what matters is the accumulation of the right kind of property. Pierre Bourdieu writes about the
relationship of taste to social classification and the differentiation of commodity signs, arguing that consumers
“classify themselves (in the eyes of others) by appropriating practices and properties that are already classified”
(248-49). While Bourdieu’s argument is focused on a dichotomy of style (popular vs. bourgeois), moreover,
postmodern identity is infinitely more complicated due to the fragmentation of mass culture and the multiplicity and
frequent revision of individual identities (both discussed in chapter three). Consumer choice is not tied merely to
class or even supposedly stable identity categories like race and gender but also to neighborhood, subculture, and
fandom. Mike Featherstone summarizes, “Within consumer culture . . . the new conception of the self which has
emerged . . . places greater emphasis on appearance, display and the management of impressions” (163).
Consumerism depends upon this association between style and identity, which is established through branding and
advertising as well as through collective consumer practices.
7

The novel also introduces the phenomenon of digital marketing in the form of relentless spam email, focused
largely on inducing and addressing body dissatisfaction: “The penis enlarger is still after her, twice, and Increase
Your Breast Size Dramatically” (5).
8
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Tokyo ad agencies don’t wear Albanian Prada knockoffs” (159). In short, brands are everywhere
in the novel and they have the exact kind of cultural significance theorists describe.
The novel problematizes this ubiquity through Cayce’s “allergy,” as the brand names and
brand-driven fashion choices in Cayce’s surroundings cause her to experience panic attacks. For
instance, Dorotea Benedetti presents Cayce with a picture of the Michelin Man “in one of his
earliest, most stomach-churningly creepy manifestations,” and the sight of it almost causes
Cayce to “scream” (96-97). Also, as a child Cayce developed a rash from too much exposure to
the image of Mickey Mouse while at Disneyland with her parents (110). Repeatedly throughout
the novel, she has run-ins with Prada, which she finds particularly troubling. The worst brand of
all, however, is Tommy Hilfiger, which “does it every time”: “When it starts, it’s pure reaction,
like biting down hard on a piece of foil” (17). Although Cayce’s allergy/phobia is not
generalized to the rest of first-world consumers, it still problematizes the ubiquity of branding
because it supposedly has its roots in that very ubiquity—her aversion results from “too much
exposure to the reactor-cores of fashion” (8). If the origin of her sensitivity is, literally, the
omnipresence of the thing to which she is sensitive, the problem is not located within Cayce or
her individual experiences but within the cultural space she occupies; just as with real allergies,
Cayce’s condition indicates that her immune system is over-sensitized to the threat of
contamination, in this case by the ever-present influence of corporate marketing. Moreover, if
her allergy/phobia emerged from too much exposure to branding, others could similarly fall
victim to her condition. Additionally, even without this generalization of her affliction, the
focalization on Cayce means that trademarks are represented as a continually lurking threat.
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The novel also presents consumerism as an inescapable problem of the first world by
illustrating Cayce’s participation in normalized consumer practices despite her supposed antimaterialism. As critics like Easterbrook have noted, because of her need to avoid logos, Cayce is
more anti-consumerist than her peers. Her New York apartment is “as carefully cleansed of
extraneous objects as she can keep it” (89), “most of the products in Cayce’s kitchen [a]re
generic, unlabeled” (94), and her outfits—what her friend Damien calls CPUs, for Cayce Pollard
Units (8)—include a mix of generic products and brand name (or knockoff) items with the
trademarks removed. Annesley points out in Fictions of Globalization, however, that Cayce’s
“anti-materialism seems contradictory”: “Though apparently ‘weaned off materialism,’ Cayce
spends much of the novel toting an iBook, dressing in a studiously logo-free capsule wardrobe
and wearing an obscure and expensive Japanese copy of an MA-1 flying-jacket” (100). She has
brand-loyalty to Fruit of the Loom, she carries around a Luggage Label bag (142), and she drinks
coffee from Starbucks (207). For all that she feels trapped by possessions (89), she has no
problem shopping, whether over eBay or in stores like Parco, the boutique in Tokyo where she
spends “half a month’s rent” each on “black Fogel tights” and “French suede boots” (141). She
even throws away the old clothes, leaving a bag filled with her “third-best skirt, tights, [and]
shrunken black Fruit . . . between two ragged bushes” (146).
Vint argues, moreover, that Cayce’s desire for anonymity does not challenge consumer
culture but only effaces the production history of the objects she purchases. She writes that
although “we can . . . understand Cayce to be preserving an ideal of individuality in her refusal
of trademarks,” her choice to transform “all her clothing into CPUs that erase the traces of
human labor that went into making them” means that “her resistance to labels and trademarks is
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not a resistance to commodity culture but instead a desire for a lack of historicity” (109).9 In the
novel, Cayce’s friend Margot speculates that Cayce likes the footage because “it’s no-name”
(94), and Vint connects the footage’s lack of a clear production history with the histories that
Cayce effaces in removing trademarks. She writes, “Even the footage, a cultural expression that
seems to escape the excesses of commodity culture, has a history of material production that
cannot be acknowledged in its public consumption” (110), referring to the elision of the labor
involved in creating, rendering, and distributing the footage, which seems for the followers to
simply appear.
The novel insists upon restoring the brand identities that Cayce removes from her
products, but its acknowledgement that brand identities and production histories have very little
to do with one another further bolsters Vint’s point about the absence of production histories for
those products. Cayce’s watch is “a Korean clone of an old-school Casio G-Shock, its plastic
case sanded free of logos” (6). Although Cayce has the logos removed, the reader still knows
they were there, making it clear that Cayce has not in any way transcended or escaped consumer
culture but simply found a way to ignore it. Moreover, that Cayce seems often to prefer
imitations and knockoffs calls further attention to the absence of production histories; while her
choices make it possible that she is separating her consumption from the production processes
used by the corporations behind those brands, the novel reveals nothing about the comparative

The novel addresses this notion of historicity directly when Cayce, in a moment of obvious complicity with
consumerism’s culture of waste, casually tosses away her possessions in favor of new and better ones. Her jacket is
“ruined” by a small cigarette burn (15), which makes her furious, but her attachment to it does not stop her from
replacing it with a new one obtained through Blue Ant (138). “History erased through the substitution of an identical
object” (194), she observes as the old jacket becomes more post-consumer waste and the new one loses its
individual production history by becoming an extension of the old one. The notion of “history erased” parallels
Vint’s observations so neatly that it suggests that the novel is fully aware of the limitations and contradictions of
Cayce’s narrow anti-trademark version of anti-consumerism.
9
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production histories between authentic and imitative branded products. Instead, the presence of
the knockoffs makes it clear that the brand name on a product does not, in itself, tell us where
that product comes from. While Konstantinou argues that the “brand names” the novel
reintegrates serve “as cognitive maps of multinational economic and social ‘spaces’” (95), the
novel’s focus on the separation of brands from production ensures that including the former does
not mean also including the latter.10
In short, while the novel’s focus on the harm branding poses to someone within the first
world still allows the possibility of the contextualization of branding and consumerism within a
larger system of global trade, that context never appears. The novel maintains the invisibility of
production that Thomas Princen argues enables first-world overconsumption by keeping
consumers from recognizing problems of resource scarcity, environmental degradation, and the
production of waste, which are shifted, along with production, to the neocolonized world (12829). The novel does name the national origins of various products, suggesting an attempt to call
awareness to the global nature of production. For instance, in just the first few pages, Cayce and
the novel note an “Italian lamp,” a “German fridge,” a “German filter” for water, an “Italian
electric kettle,” and some “imported Californian tea” (1-3). However, these national identifiers
are vague—it is unclear whether they refer to the nations where the corporations are

The separation between marketing and production adds a layer of complexity to Cayce’s reaction to the Tommy
Hilfiger logo; as Naomi Klein points out, “Tommy Hilfiger . . . is less in the business of manufacturing clothes than
he is in the business of signing his name. The company is run entirely through licensing agreements, with Hilfiger
commissioning all its products from a group of other companies” (24). Cayce dismisses his products as “simulacra
of simulacra of simulacra,” tracing the design history back to Ralph Lauren, then to Brooks Brothers, then to Jermyn
Street and Savile Row (17), with each new iteration more “derivative” and “devoid of soul” than the next and with
Tommy Hilfiger as the “event horizon.” She also “suspects in her heart that this in fact is what accounts for his long
ubiquity” (18). However, she never considers that the soullessness she observes might stem from the fact that
Hilfiger’s brand has no real relationship to the products themselves and thus carries no content of its own in terms of
identity or quality.
10
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headquartered or to where the items were manufactured. Moreover, if this is an
acknowledgement of globalization, the geographical identifiers, limited as they are to only the
US and two first-world European countries, do not give a realistic picture of the fragmentation of
supply chains and resulting global division of labor.
The novel problematizes the distance between branding and production but elides the
consequences Princen names, focusing on how the rise of the sign over the object empowers
marketing to operate as a mysterious and unknowable symbolic force divorced from any specific
products. Blue Ant’s business model, which involves some vague form of psychological
manipulation, is a nebulous but ominous form of intellectual colonization. Marketing operates,
according to Bigend, by appealing to “[t]he mammalian brain,” which is “beyond logic.” The
rational part of our consciousness has little to do with our consumer choices; “[t]he mammalian
spreads continent-wide beneath it, mute and muscular. . . . And makes us buy things” (69). The
purpose of marketing is to “make the public aware of something they don’t quite yet know that
they know” by “transferring information” while maintaining “a certain lack of specificity” (62).
Cayce is in London working as an independent contractor, there to assess for Blue Ant a logo
designed by a second company (Heinzi & Pfaff) for a third unnamed company that manufactures
tennis shoes: “Bigend has defined a need for this maker to re-identify, in some profound but so
far unspecified way” (9). Not only does this huge distance between Cayce and the company for
whom the logo is being designed reiterate the separation between marketing and production, the
logo and the object to which it is attached, but it also indicates that even Bigend, as successful in
the field as he has been, lacks sufficient knowledge about what information customers need and
how branding communicates that information to be able to tell this company specifically what its
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new identity should be. It remains so unspecified how branding works or what makes it effective
that Cayce literally needs a sixth sense to figure out that the first attempt “does not, by the
opaque standards of her inner radar, work”; moreover, “[s]he has no way of knowing how she
knows” (12). Branding, when it is effective, skirts past any rational defenses or attempts at
understanding and exerts control over our behavior at a subconscious level.
The effects of this colonization of the mind appear first on the microsocial level through
marketing’s co-opting of “cool” and the supposedly organic development of consumer trends.
Cayce’s talents as a “cool-hunter” depend upon the ability for fashion trends to develop
organically without the intercession of marketing. Unlike the unknowable qualities that make
logos work, determining what is cool depends upon a much more empirical set of evidence; she
tells Magda, a friend she meets in London, that “cool” is not a quality of the products themselves
but instead lies in customer behavior (86). However, such group behavior patterns can be
manufactured, thus allowing “cool” to be invented through marketing in ways just as subtle,
vague, and irrational as the kind of “cool” carried by logos. Magda participates in a guerilla
micro-marketing scheme that requires her to “[l]ook sorted, go to clubs and wine bars and chat
people up,” then “mention a client’s product, of course favorably” (84). Cayce describes this
marketing model as “viral,” which resonates with the notion of consumerism as a cultural
pathology—a virus spread through marketing. Although rooted in lies, the pattern of behavior
surrounding the products Magda advertises replicates the kind of “cool” Cayce hunts. This
hijacking of supposedly organic patterns of social behavior troubles both Magda and Cayce.
Magda finds herself questioning interactions with strangers in which they mention something
they like, suspecting that they, too, are participating in this marketing scheme. She tells Cayce,
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“I’m devaluing something. In others. In myself. And I’m starting to distrust the most casual
exchange” (85). In short, the novel implies that some natural and authentic process by which
trends developed has been co-opted or usurped by Blue Ant’s micro-marketing strategy.
The sense that marketing is taking over social interactions and voiding them of their
sincere content is extended beyond the microsocial level to a larger macrosocial scale through
the novel’s attention to how branding has facilitated a process of cultural homogenization. This
process happens in two ways. The first is commodification, which, as Easterbrook puts it,
“uniformly level[s] values” within a culture (47). The primary example is the commercialization
of the footage, which reduces art to just another product to be sold. As Annesley writes, “the
attempt to isolate and insulate the footage from the forces of marketing is ultimately futile.
Cayce, in accepting Bigend’s commission, is simply performing a function that will be fulfilled
with or without her.” It is on these grounds that he concludes that “[i]n some respects . . . Pattern
Recognition offers a pessimistic view of a contemporary culture in which everything finds itself
incorporated in the end” (100), supporting the claim that the novel represents consumerism as
both inescapable and homogenizing.
The second form of homogenization happens across the boundaries between national
cultures. Cayce makes this explicit while also acknowledging her “complicit[y]” in the process
“that gradually makes London and New York feel more like each other, that dissolves the
membranes between mirror-worlds” (194). The novel reiterates the inescapability of
consumerism by illustrating the global spread of certain brands, both American and not. In both
Tokyo and Moscow, Cayce is surrounded by advertising, the homogenous nature of which is
demonstrated by the presence of British punk star Billy Prion in ads in both Japan and Russia
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(132, 270). The similarity in fashion between Moscow and L.A. is one illustration of how this
homogeneity extends beyond advertising into actual consumer behavior; Cayce observes the
presence of Prada and Gucci in Russia and describes the scene as “Rodeo Drive with an extra
helping of cheekbones” (284). The presence of such brands in Russia is of particular significance
because it is posited as something new, a change precipitated by the fall of the Soviet Union.
Those changes will include even more adoption of foreign brands, the characters predict; “I’m
not sure they even have Starbucks,” Cayce tells her friend Parkaboy, and he replies, “They will”
(276).11
Cayce prioritizes the effects of marketing over the effects of economic globalization. As
discussed in chapter two, Cayce experiences anxiety over the spread of American products
overseas, although in a limited way that prioritizes her own experiences as a traveler in a world
that is now too homogenized to allow her to avoid the markers of one locality in a different
one—in other words, to escape the pathological ubiquity of branding.12 In contrast with
Benjamin Barber’s attention to American hegemony within global consumer culture, the novel’s
presentation of homogenization does not invoke the consequences of the spread of “McWorld”—
namely, that it undermines democracy (6-7). Instead, Cayce wonders about the cultural intrusion
of the trademarks themselves. She reflects on the first failed logo she assesses for Blue Ant,
“imagin[ing] the countless Asian workers who might . . . spend years of their lives applying

Barber even notes in Jihad vs. McWorld the possibility that the desire for access to consumer goods played a role
in the fall of the Soviet Union; he writes, “the ideology of fun guaranteed that failing Communist regimes would
expire even more expeditiously” (77). He also cites the extension of MTV broadcasts into East Germany “two days
before the Wall came down,” a symbolic dissolution of boundaries that “almost rendered the latter event
superfluous,” as a sign of the incorporation of the former Soviet nations into the homogenized McWorld (105).
11

See chapter two for a discussion of how the framing of homogenization as a problem for Cayce as a first-world
traveler is itself an example of first-world-problems discourse.
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versions of this symbol to an endless and unyielding flood of footwear,” and wondering, “What
would it mean to them, this bouncing sperm? Would it work its way into their dreams,
eventually? Would their children chalk it in doorways before they knew its meaning as a
trademark?” (12). This starts as an acknowledgement of globalized production—and in a more
specific and less Eurocentric way than the nationally-identified products mentioned above,
though of course “Asia” is hardly a precise geographical identifier —but the concern is not about
the conditions under which those laborers operate or even how they feel about their relationship
to the product or the brand. It is only the penetration of the sign into their culture that interests
her—the transfer of information, the top-down creation of new social patterns.
The novel thus presents marketing’s influence itself, rather than the broader economic
system of consumer capitalism, as the problem. Moreover, the deliberate vagueness by which
marketing operates in conjunction with the invisibility of any of the other economic practices
with which it is paired assures that globalization itself is a mysterious process. Cayce recognizes
some measure of complicity, but does not know, exactly, how homogenization works—what she
is complicit in is “harder to say” (194). Bigend is certain that he and Cayce have changed the
world somehow, enabled Andrei Volkov’s rise to power in Russia, but he does not offer an
explanation of what exactly they have done (336). The very unknowability involved in branding
ensures that the process of globalization is shrouded in mystery.
Despite its presentation of branding as a cultural pathology, Pattern Recognition’s
depiction of the increasing influence of marketing is ambivalent. The primary site of this
ambivalence is the novel’s interrogation of Cayce’s sense of the footage as something that can
ever be separate from consumerism, deconstructing the binary of pure vs. commodified objects
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or forms of expression. On one hand, the footage represents an artistic expression entirely free
from the logic of marketing in that the creator Nora “has no interest in an audience” (289). But
without her sister Stella’s clever guerilla marketing techniques, there would be no one to
appreciate Nora’s art, and Stella tells Cayce that she could never know how terrible it was for
artists in the Soviet Union whose work could never be seen (306). Moreover, Stella’s distribution
strategy sometimes included pretending to uncover the footage fragments or pointing others
toward them (337), thereby manipulating the behavior around the footage in the same way as
Blue Ant’s micro-memes and suggesting that the subculture around the footage was never
organic or pure. Art is not threatened by marketing, is the implication; rather, it neither precedes
it, nor can it thrive without it.
The ultimate acceptance of commodification as not only inevitable but also compatible
with art complicates the novel’s critique of consumerism and branding, presenting it not so much
as a “Corrupting Other” invading and changing the world (as it is described in most cultural
criticism, according to Alan Tomlinson [13-14]), but the ambiguous reality in which we already
live. This new world order is ambiguous as a problem even for Cayce—despite how the
processes of commodification progress throughout the novel, she ends the narrative with her
allergy/phobia cured (354). However, the fact that her problem ends up being solved does not
negate its existence and it is clear, as noted, that her allergy/phobia emerges very directly from
her privileged access to first-world consumer culture and her continual exposure to branding and
brand-driven consumer behaviors.13 In the end, the novel may be best described as a story about

Additionally, the other problems Cayce faces in the novel, including Volkov’s surveillance of her and attempts to
separate her from Blue Ant, are also products of the first-world context in which she lives. She is a concern for
Volkov because of her association with Blue Ant and Bigend (340), which is a result both of her allergy (itself tied to
consumer culture) and their work in branding. Moreover, she comes to Volkov’s attention in the first place because
13

190
the necessity of learning how to negotiate the new brand-driven world. Of course, this is in itself
a manifestation of first-world-problems discourse—that this is simply the way things are, and
that the story of how we adjust to this new life, which may not be a problem in itself but is
certainly fraught with them, is the main narrative of globalization. The Good Life shares this
same narrow vision, but its particular concerns surround the notion of consumerism as
Tomlinson’s “Corrupting Other.”
Jay McInerney’s The Good Life: Materialism and Narcissism
The Good Life is set in New York in the aftermath of 9/11. It focuses on two families:
Russell and Corrine Calloway (returning from McInerney’s earlier novel Brightness Falls) and
their six-year-old twins Storey and Jeremy; and Luke and Sasha McGavock and their fourteenyear-old daughter Ashley. The plot follows Luke and Corrine, who meet shortly after the attacks.
They fall in love and pursue an affair, struggle with the conflict between their desires and their
responsibilities to their children and their (also unfaithful) spouses, and ultimately separate when
Luke decides that what is best for Corrine is to keep her family intact. The novel explores how
these privileged New Yorkers, post-9/11, revise their definition of “the good life.”
Many reviews point to tonal inconsistencies within its depiction of consumer culture.14
Paul Gray notes, for instance, the novel’s use of celebrities and brand names “to attract the

of her participation in an online message board, where a particular post caught the attention of Volkov’s security
team (338). Having access to that digital space, as noted in chapter two, is itself a reflection of first-world privilege.
Adam Mars-Jones of The Guardian writes that “the novel seems to have different zones, a romantic one for the
lovers and a more caustic one for everyone else” and calls the inconsistency a manifestation of McInerney’s
“obeisance to the glamour of money” (n. pag.). New York Times contributor Michiko Kakutani also points to
McInerney’s “contradictory impulses” to both satirize and romanticize the lives of his wealthy characters and states
that at points the novel “sags to the level of a Judith Krantz tale about the rich and over-privileged, grotesquely set
against the backdrop of 9/11” (n. pag.). Blake Bailey of Slate makes the same observation, arguing that
14
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demographic of inveterate shoppers” (n. pag.). The novel may in these moments be reiterating
the ubiquity of branding as one of the problems of consumerism, but Gray’s review, like several
others, suggests that the novel is too deeply enmeshed in and enamored with consumer society to
be offering a sincere critique of it. However, the few scholarly articles on the novel15 clarify the
novel’s attitude toward consumerism by emphasizing the contrast the novel maintains between
protagonists Luke and Corrine and the world they inhabit. Aliki Varvogli concludes, for instance,
that despite how contemptible Luke and Corrine may seem to many readers in the shallowness of
their response to 9/11, the novel presents their love story as “a new version of the good life” that
stands in opposition to the pre-9/11 “images of consumerist excess” (58). Sonia Baelo-Allué,
who sees the novel as diverting from McInerney’s usual fascination with the rich (167), agrees
that the novel is sincerely invested in a presentation of Luke and Corrine as outliers from the
society the novel satirizes (178). Ultimately, then, the target of the novel’s satire is the world
Luke and Corrine occupy, which is characterized by the influence of consumerism. The novel
reiterates anti-consumerist rhetoric that expresses concern about narcissism and a culture of
instant gratification, allowing Humphery’s and my criticisms of the theories on consumerism to
apply equally to the novel: in portraying consumerism as a cultural rather than material
phenomenon, it reduces the field for analysis of consumerism as a problem to its social effects in
the affluent countries of the first world like the United States and forecloses consideration of the

“McInerney—both the artist and the man—is a lot more enchanted than repelled by the rich and fabulous, and this
skews his perspective somewhat” (n. pag.).
Critics have not paid the novel much attention except in some surveys of literary responses to 9/11. See, for
instance, John N. Duvall’s “Fiction and 9/11,” wherein he uses the novel as an example of a trend of shallow,
domestically-focused literary responses to 9/11 (182). The lack of critical engagement perhaps results from the fact
that, although McInerney is a respected member of the blank fiction movement, reviewers did not tend to consider
this novel his best work.
15
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global consequences of overconsumption. In short, the novel’s depiction of the corrupting
influence of materialism decontextualizes consumerism from global capitalism.
Luke and Corrine’s observations of their respective social circles present a world driven
by conspicuous consumption and the dictates of fashion, a world of which they are often
contemptuous but which they cannot escape. Corrine observes consumer culture most often
through watching her husband Russell, whose desire for status and love for products that convey
that status are significantly more developed than hers. He wishes they were wealthier; after
Corrine quit her job, the narration tells us, “he couldn’t consistently disguise his resentment over
their straitened finances” (4). When the novel flashes back in time to when their children were
conceived, Russell mourns the loss of his wife’s income and the coming expenses from the
children, wishing to be able to buy the house in the Hamptons that they are renting: “It didn’t
seem unreasonable to want this simple house by the sea. . . . But it wasn’t his and never would be
unless he could somehow come up with a couple million” (233). He refuses to move out of
TriBeCa, which would solve some of their financial difficulties, because of his association of
identity with neighborhood, claiming that he is “too old for Brooklyn and too young for Pelham”
(18). Most significantly, he uses food and drink as a status marker. He becomes interested in
cooking as a performance of masculinity; the first scene in which he appears finds him “flailing
away with his ten-inch German chef’s knife, juggling his beloved copper pots and French steel
pans . . . the heft of which seemed to [Corrine] to have as much to do with the macho aesthetics
of amateur chefdom as with heat distribution” (8). The fancy name-brand pans bolster his
identity as a serious—and manly—chef. The seriousness with which he takes his cooking and his
dinner parties bothers Corrine, not only because it is “one of the few areas of life in which he [is]
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prissy” (9), but because she does not share his interest in food and drink as a reflection of status.
She tells him, “Gourmet cooking is part of your recipe for the good life, not mine” (13). Despite
her objections, Russell takes a great deal of pride in his taste and his access to the material goods
that reflect and illustrate his discernment; he is, in short, preoccupied with both possessions and
appearances.
Luke’s wife Sasha is even more representative of consumer culture due to her more
exaggerated quest for status through consumption. Like Russell toward Corrine, Sasha is
resentful of how their finances have been affected by Luke’s decision to leave his job; she is
“alarmed at the prospect of a declining standard of living, or even a static one” (25). She is
greedy, not for stuff, but for status. Luke observes that, “While he’d made more than enough to
weather a couple of years without cutting back too much on their massive expenditures, Sasha
confounded him with the pronouncement that you weren’t really rich until you had your own jet”
(88). Implicit in this statement is that she wants a private jet not for its own sake but because
having one will mark them as “really rich,” a status she covets. Additionally, Sasha’s concern
with appearances is closely tied to her actual physical appearance. She is a woman whose beauty
is sold to others through her “pictures . . . in the party pages of Town & Country and W” (22).
Unsurprisingly, she spends a great deal of money in attaining the look she desires. Luke’s
nephew tells Luke toward the end of the novel that his mother “says Sasha spends more on
dresses than we spend on everything put together” (291). Thus, she drives consumerism both by
consuming and by allowing her image to inspire other people’s consumption. Just as Corrine
with Russell, Luke finds this preoccupation with wealth and appearances unattractive, although
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“[h]e had to admit that for a long time he’d felt proud to be able to finance this version of the
good life” (87).
Luke is particularly critical of Sasha’s inability to put motherhood ahead of her own
interests, which reflects Barber’s critique of consumerism’s infantilization of adults. Luke
“convinced her” to have a child despite her insistence that “she wasn’t ready, that she was too
young,” and one of Sasha’s supposed failings as a mother is that she opted for a cesarean rather
than risk a long and painful labor like the one her mother experienced—this “rationale” did not
“grant much comfort” for Luke’s feelings that it was “an inauspicious beginning to family life”
(88). Although this passage carries problematic implications about the proper social role of
women—not only must we want children, but we also must be willing to suffer for them even
when that suffering is easily avoidable—it also offers commentary on a generation that is
reluctant to take on the responsibilities of parenthood lest they be required to give up the pursuit
of their own desires. Barber argues that in our consumer society, life has become like a “video
game, in which actions are separated from matters of need, obligation, or consequence”
(Con$umed 7).16 In short, because consumerism encourages the continual gratification of desire,
America has transformed into a society of self-centered narcissists who have reverted to an
infantilized state in which they are unable to overlook their own needs or to consider the long-

Barber describes consumer society thusly: “age without dignity, dress without formality, sex without reproduction,
work without discipline, play without spontaneity, acquisition without purpose, certainty without doubt, life without
responsibility, and narcissism into old age and unto death without a hint of wisdom or humility.” He would have
done well to reword “sex without reproduction,” as what is clearly intended as a criticism of the casualization of
sexual relationships instead condemns as infantile behavior all sexual relationships, no matter how serious and
committed, that do not result in offspring. This is of course heterosexist, cissexist, ableist, and ageist in its
implications, as it suggests that same-sex couples, heterosexual couples in which one or both partners are
transgender, and couples in which one or both partners are infertile either do not exist or do not have the same right
to sexual intimacy as fertile cis-het couples.
16
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term consequences of their actions. The novel invokes the association between a disinterest in
parenthood and a wish to prolong childhood when Ashley complains that her mother goes out to
the same restaurants and clubs that she does: “my mom’s having some second childhood, so I
have to, like, call up all the cool places in advance and see if she’s there before I go out every
night” (332).17
Consumerism’s primary manifestation, then, is in self-indulgence,18 which the novel
presents through the characters’ “appetites.” Corrine first invokes the concept of excessive
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It is worth noting, however, that the novel calls attention to how parental responsibility has been appropriated by
consumerism’s logic of identity performance, compelling parents like Corrine to spend more out of an obligation to
meet the needs of their children. For Corrine, her failure to make as much money as her peers is primarily a cause
for feelings of inadequacy as a parent. For example, after the attacks, Corrine talks to her friend Casey about gas
masks, and Casey insists that a more expensive model is much better, leaving Corrine to wonder “if the gas masks
she’d purchased on the Internet were inferior, putting her family at risk” (206-207). She also worries about
providing a bigger living space that will allow the twins to sleep in separate rooms and about paying their private
school tuition, with the assumption that both are necessities. Corrine’s purchasing power and consumer choices,
then, potentially have serious consequences for her children. In this way, The Good Life deals with the social
pressure to consume not out of personal desire but rather as a function of social obligations. Humphery calls
attention to this aspect of consumerism and opposes the insistence in most cultural theory and criticism on seeing the
drive to overconsume as primarily a function of identity performance. Instead, he points out that “contemporary
forms of western consumption may be seen as embedded . . . in processes of what might usefully be named
encirclement, enablement, and routinization” that result in the manufacturing of new needs in response to the
changing material conditions in the affluent world as new technologies and products become standardized. In other
words, people are responding to social pressure to buy things, but it relates more to their ability to survive in the first
world—for instance, to obtain and maintain employment, to succeed academically, or to provide the conditions that
will help their children do so—more than concern about status. By bringing attention to this other form of pressure,
the novel adds nuance to its association of consumerism with shallowness and narcissism but still maintains its focus
on first-world experiences.
18

One of the manifestations of consumerism that gets particular attention—appropriately, given the setting of the
novel—is the privileged class’s reaction to 9/11. Baelo-Allué writes that the novel depicts how “the terrorist attacks
softened jaded New Yorkers and broke with the rigid social system and its niches. For a while, the physical
disintegration of the city also put an end to narcissistic values and made people feel part of a community rather than
a mass society of isolated people” (178). The novel explicitly refutes this, however. It introduces the culture’s failure
to learn from the excesses of the 1980s: “what of the lessons that were supposed to have been learned? Only the
styles had changed, SUVs replacing stretch limos, platinum replacing gold, new money aping the unshowy habits of
the old, as if the only lesson of it all was that the sins of the previous decade had been sins against taste” (159).
Later, it suggests that the changes in the wake of 9/11 would also mostly be style-based. Casey says to Corinne
about her Hampton’s home, which she had redecorated before 9/11 to be more “homey” and less in keeping with
dominant style trends, that she is grateful for having redecorated because, “Given what’s happened, I think
ostentation is over” (208). However much we may read the novel as participating in this short-sightedness by
focusing on Luke and Corrine’s affair and never breaking free from their narrow privileged sphere, the novel clearly
condemns the failure of New Yorkers to reject their shallow, consumerist lifestyles in the wake of 9/11.
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appetites in her description of Russell’s friend Carlo, whose “large appetites were part of his
charm”: she describes his behavior at dinner, “reaching out with one hand for the bread and
meat, smoking with another, drinking with yet another, while simultaneously groping the nearest
females in sight, drawing everything toward his mouth, which couldn’t possibly be big enough”
(41). Later, she finds that her affair with Luke has led to the awakening of her own appetites,
observing that “it was as if all of her appetites were connected, as if her taste buds had been
awakened along with her libido” (257).
The sexual misconduct associated with their appetites is a specific form of self-indulgent
behavior that the novel presents as endemic to consumer culture. Russell’s friend Washington
even presents it as a function of need: “men had four needs,” he believes: “food, shelter, pussy,
and strange pussy” (126).19 The novel condemns such sexual misconduct alongside the more
obvious materialism, which Luke ties together into one larger cultural message: “shop and fuck
your way to happiness” (164). The novel connects “shopping” and “fucking” in its presentation
of Sasha, as well, who is both overtly in love with shopping and overtly sexual. When Ashley
suggests that they all move to Tennessee to be closer to Luke’s family and to get away from the
corrupting culture of the city, Sasha refuses, comparing “life outside of New York” to “life on
the bottom of the ocean,” in that people there have not evolved enough to provide her the “handstitched Italian footwear” she requires (356). Additionally, Luke observes of Sasha that “[i]t was

Russell’s friend Cody Erhardt tells Corrine that men cheat because they are romantics, which gives them
“Unrealistic expectations. A yearning for the infinite. Dissatisfaction with the actual” (65). In other words, infidelity
is not only a function of excess sexual appetite but also of the kind of perpetual dissatisfaction that consumerism
depends upon and breeds. As Bauman writes, “[i]t is non-satisfaction of desires, and a firm and perpetual belief that
each act to satisfy them leaves much to be desired and can be bettered, that are the fly-wheels of the consumertargeted economy”; capitalism achieves this by “satisfying every need/desire/want in such a fashion that it cannot
but give birth to new needs/desires/wants” (Liquid Life 80).
19
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almost pathological, her need to provoke desire” (169). This need spills over into inappropriate
behavior, including dancing provocatively with ultra-rich Bernie Melman in front of a crowd at a
charity event (56). Ashley even tells Luke that she is troubled by the appearance of sexual
availability her mother gives off in public (332). Sasha represents, then, both forms of selfindulgent behavior the novel explores. She is, in fact, having an affair with Melman; Ashley,
who knows more about it than Luke, tells him, “It’s not just sex. He’s been giving her financial
advice” (330), which draws an explicit connection between Sasha’s sexual misconduct and her
desire for wealth.
Luke is fearful about Sasha’s influence on Ashley, invoking the notion of consumerism
as corrupting. He realizes how much “his wife’s ambitions for their daughter diverge[d] from his
own” when he sees “a full color picture of her standing in front of their building in a Gucci
trench coat, under the headline YOUNG FASHION PLATES OF MANHATTAN” in “the
Sunday Times magazine” (26). Sasha uses cocaine (52), as well as a number of prescription
drugs (202), which Ashley’s counselor suggests may be related to an overdose that lands Ashley
in the hospital (200). Luke also suggests that Sasha being “open and honest about sexuality” may
be the reason why Ashley is engaging in sexual activity at such a young age (205).20 Luke even
explicitly blames materialism for Ashley’s problems. When Sasha tells him that “[a] lot of

The novel’s concern about sexual misconduct as one form of narcissistic self-indulgence is focused largely on
Ashley, whom Luke catches performing fellatio on a peer, to his horror. In this sense, the novel explores the
problem of “pornification,” the increased visibility and casualization of sexuality emerging in part, according to
Feona Attwood, from “the commodification of sex in which sexual desire and desirability are increasingly
represented by products and the vocabulary of sex is increasingly derived from commerce and the media” (xvi).
Most cultural criticism about pornification surrounds concerns about the sexualization of young women and girls
like Ashley. Sara Bragg, David Buckingham, Rachel Russell, and Rebekah Willett write that “[i]n recent years, there
has been growing concern about the sexualization of children, and specifically about the effects of commercial
marketing and media in this respect” (279).
20
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people are doing the three-house thing—one place an hour outside the city and another in the
Hamptons for the summer,” he replies, “I love the way you say ‘a lot of people,’ as if this were
normal behavior. This is why our daughter’s in the hospital.” When she asks, “Ashley’s in the
hospital because the Carmodys have three houses?,” he answers, “In a sense, yes” (197-98).
The pressure Ashley faces to properly perform her status comes not only from her
mother, who obsesses over her daughter’s weight (202), but also from her peers. She tells Luke
about the strict social hierarchy in her school and the cruel hazing rituals she and her friends
have had to endure, describing the community as a “tribe” that viciously rejects and punishes
those who do not fit in (185). Corrine’s children, even at the age of six, are also facing status
insecurity imposed by their peers. The children pick up on their parents’ competitiveness
regarding the private schools to which they send their children; a neighbor’s son insists that his
school is “the best school downtown by far,” echoing his father, and when his mother encourages
a little modesty by telling him there are “lots of good schools in New York,” he demands to
know whether Storey and Jeremy’s is one of them (109). While at school, Jeremy and his friends
debate the merits of different luxury car brands, based on what their fathers or their wealthier
peers’ fathers drive; Jeremy comes home seeking Russell’s opinion on Ferraris and Porsches.
“This was one of the perils of raising kids in New York,” Corrine thinks, “at least if you were
trying to subsist on less than two hundred and fifty grand a year. Ferraris and Porsches” (1718).21 There is no keeping her children from being exposed to the drive to achieve status through
material goods and expenditures on services.

21

For empirical evidence of the role of consumerism in determining group boundaries, see Rosaleen Croghan,
Christine Griffin, Janine Hunter, and Ann Phoenix’s “Style Failure: Consumption, Identity and Social
Exclusion.” Journal of Youth Studies 9.4 (2006): 463-78.
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The endings of the two main story arcs—Ashley’s behavioral problems and Luke and
Corrine’s affair—provide a resolution that is explicitly positioned in opposition to consumerist
values. Ashley learns a valuable lesson about what is important, one she expresses to her mother:
“last year, I used to think that having the right Steve Madden shoes and shopping at Infinity for
baby tees and teddy-bear backpacks . . . were the only really important things. But you know
what? I grew out of it” (356-57). The implication is not only that Sasha, who still values fashion
above all else, is less mature than her fourteen-year-old daughter, but that rejecting consumer
culture is the key to Ashley’s recovery. The resolution of the affair does not invoke consumerism
as explicitly but does suggest that self-gratification is incompatible with love and that
responsibility to family is more important than the satisfaction of personal needs. Luke’s mother
Nora tells him that “Loving isn’t . . . about desire and self-fulfillment. . . . Sometimes I think love
is more about renunciation than possession” (326). And in the end, Luke renounces Corrine; they
run into each other when both families attend The Nutcracker and the encounter breaks the spell
of their affair. Although Luke effectively takes the decision out of Corrine’s hands, it is clear
from her reaction to seeing him (the “loss” and “sadness” he sees in her eyes [361]) that she also
recognizes that the end has come and that, by extension, her proper place is with her family; his
last sight of her is of her “gather[ing] her children around her” (361). Both conclusions recall
Barber’s concern about the infantilization of adults and the resulting privileging of their own
wants and needs above their responsibilities. Sasha is still infantile at the end of the novel; Luke
and Corrine, despite their infidelity, are not.
Despite Corrine and Luke’s stated distaste for the lifestyles of their spouses and wealthy
friends, they are not as separate and different as they like to believe. There is, for one thing, the
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simple fact of their wealth. While the novel is upfront about Luke’s wealth and the years he spent
living the exact lifestyle he now holds in such contempt, it also makes a point that he has
accepted a loss of wealth happily, or at least with significantly more grace than Sasha. When
Sasha tells him about the “three-house thing,” Luke delights in telling her that they have “lost a
hell of a lot of money in the last few months,” denies her the third house she wants, and refuses
to go back to work (198). This supposed indicator of his integrity is, however, an unexamined
luxury of having accumulated enough wealth to live not only comfortably but luxuriously
without ever getting more. Moreover, Luke does actually invest in a third residence, a small
place that he suggests to Corrine they can share (352). As Mars-Jones writes, “People with twoand-a-half homes mocking three-homers for ostentation—it’s a rather precarious basis for feeling
that yours is the right way of being rich, isn’t it?” (n. pag.). Corrine, for her part, tends to think of
herself as financially disadvantaged despite being able to afford excesses like Russell’s pans, his
gourmet food, and his wine, not to mention the house they were able to rent (though not buy) in
the Hamptons before the children were born, which cost $20,000 per season (229), as well as the
$12,000 they have spent to have the children in the first place (237).22 Corrine seems unaware of
her own privilege just as Luke seems unaware of how the ways in which he spends his money
are not much different from the trends of his social sphere. More to the point, they both seem to
be unaware of the existence of people with less privilege. Just like an investment banker who
tells Luke that “everybody’s a millionaire” (54), both Corrine and Luke have moments where
they declare an act born of privilege (albeit different degrees) to be something “everybody” does.

They used Russell’s sperm to fertilize Corrine’s sister Hilary’s eggs, then had the embryos transplanted into
Corrine’s womb; the money was spent on the procedure.
22
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Corrine, annoyed at Russell during his preparations for his dinner party, wonders “Why not just
order Chinese like normal people or expense-account something prepared from Dean and
DeLuca?” (12), as though all “normal people” can afford enough takeout to feed a whole party.
Luke’s moment comes after a description of how he “circumvented” the 100% cash-purchase
requirements for his apartment by “borrowing half a million from his firm and then, after his
application was approved, repaying it by taking out a secret mortgage.” This is another thing that
“everybody” does, “of course,” even though most people will never qualify for a half-million
dollar loan (28).
However, the very fact of their hypocrisy furthers the novel’s presentation of
consumerism as corrupting by suggesting how hard it is to resist. The problem becomes not that
they are surrounded by shallow people but that everyone is a victim of consumerism’s allure;
even with their relative decency and their dissatisfaction with a consumption-driven lifestyle,
they are no exception. The fact that both Russell and Sasha are described as having become
hardened as they became sophisticated supports this (104, 87), and both Russell and Corrine’s
(and Sasha’s) friend Casey, whom Corrine met much earlier in her life, were supposedly very
different before the pressures of the New York social scene corrupted them. Corrine misses the
“sensitive and insecure boy she’d met at Brown, the bookish hick from Michigan” (104), and she
looks at Casey and has to “struggle to remember the overweight, insecure girl who’d been her
prep school roommate, hoping she was still in there somewhere beneath the glossy surface”
(208).
Despite its focus on New York as the site of its characters’ corruption, the novel presents
consumerism as a universal in American life, regardless of place and socioeconomic class. After
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her overdose, Ashley runs away from rehab and leaves the city to live on Luke’s mother’s farm.
However, getting out of New York is not good enough because, Luke tells Corrine, “She’d be
getting the same message from the culture in Tennessee or Alaska—live to spend, dress to kill,
shop and fuck your way to happiness—it’s just transmitted more rapidly here” (164). The
presentation of consumerism’s influence and its effects as a problem experienced throughout the
US subverts the expected contrast between the city and the country. Luke drives through “the
tawdry multicolored light of the McDonald’s, Wendy’s, Krystal, Shoney’s, Pizza Hut, Piggly
Wiggly, and Kroger, past Logan’s Road House, Circuit City, the Mattress Shack, and the Rite
Aid” while returning to the farm (297). The brands are different from the fashionable, expensive
ones of New York high society, but the brand-driven desire to consume is the same. This passage
also implies that while the products being consumed are different for different classes, the
experience of consumerism is otherwise identical regardless of disparities in wealth, thus
allowing the cultural dimensions of consumerism to override any material realities.
The novel also misrepresents the effects of finance capitalism around the globe and even,
to some extent, the global nature of trade by presenting the industry as both irrelevant and
alienating to those profiting from it, another manifestation of the idea that wealth is an obstacle
to happiness. The narration says of Bernie Melman that the “victims” of his financial practices
“tended to dwell in the outer provinces of the republic, where goods were manufactured, or in the
arid regions of corporate finance” (32). “Outer provinces of the republic” is an exceedingly
vague geographical location that obscures economic relationships between the US and other
nations.23 Moreover, what affects “the arid regions of corporate finance” has human

It either suggests that the manufacturing in question is still happening within the United States, far from New
York, or, alternately, implies a kind of one-worldedness by which the foreign nations where manufacturing takes
23
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consequences beyond that sphere that are elided. Luke is also dismissive of the larger impact of
his work in the financial sector, stating, “Financial markets are autonomous. Markets, if they
work correctly, supersede the will and whim of individuals,” which all means that his work has
been “irrelevant” (160). His belief in the autonomy of markets is a bald reiteration of neoliberal
economic logic and his claim that the work he has done was irrelevant denies any possible
consequences to his facilitation of the movement of capital. Sasha is actually more aware of the
impact of his work than he seems to be, although she of course does not consider the possibility
of any harm done. She reminds him that he “practically restructured the debt of Argentina.” He
retorts, “They’re about to default again, actually” (175). The novel does not engage the cause of
the default and its consequences. Finally, Luke quits not because of moral concerns but because
it “stopped being fun” (98). The threat posed by his work and his lifestyle is first and foremost
directed at his own happiness.
The novel’s portrayal of consumerism is thus limited to its effects in the first world,
mostly as experienced by upper and upper-middle class New Yorkers. Its story of narcissistic
indulgence does not include any consequences of overconsumption; instead, it is concerned with
consumerism’s effect on personal responsibility and interpersonal relationships. Fight Club’s
attention to consumer capitalism, in contrast, interrogates the ideology of neoliberalism, but it
also elides consumerism’s material effects and the reality of inequality, presenting only its
effects on social relations within the US.

place are still part of the United States—which might be a subtle acknowledgment of imperialism if not for the fact
that being part of the republic implies shared power and interests.
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Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club: Consumerism’s Threat to Agency and Affective Relationships
Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club is about an unnamed man who is dissatisfied with his
isolated existence spent working a job he hates so he can buy things that provide him a sense of
security and meaning he is unable to find elsewhere. In response to his growing alienation, he
develops an alternate personality—whom he believes to be a separate person named Tyler
Durden—to vent his rage through an agenda of anti-consumerist rebellion and destruction.
Together, he and Tyler form fight clubs and then found Project Mayhem, an organization bent on
“break[ing] up civilization so [they] can make something better out of the world” (207). During
this same period, the narrator-as-Tyler begins a relationship with a woman named Marla Singer,
who eventually exposes to him the dual nature of his personality and inspires him to turn his
back on Project Mayhem and Tyler. In the end, the narrator kills Tyler by shooting himself in the
head, an act that he survives. He ends the novel in an institution, afraid to leave because Project
Mayhem wants him back.
The primary topic of critical discussion with regard to either the novel or David Fincher’s
film adaptation is the gendered nature of its critique of consumerism. Alex E. Blazer sums up
this reading, seeing the novel as being set in “a world that substitutes consumerism for potency”
(183), such that the narrator’s “life spent laboring for soothing stuff has emasculated him and his
whole generation” (184). Much of the criticism is focused on elucidating and critiquing the
association between consumerism and emasculation.24 Despite this focus on gender, however,
Blazer’s reading offers an explanation of the novel’s focus on emasculation, as do Kellie Leigh Deys and Lynn M.
Ta, who both interrogate its notion of consumerism as feminizing, with Ta offering a reading that focuses on the
novel’s depiction of masculine identity performance rather than just the rejection of the feminine. Henry Giroux
critiques the novel’s sexism and implicates it in neoliberalism, while Deys and others, including Dix, Jarvis, and
Jenner respond to his reading by pointing out the ironic distance the novel keeps from Tyler. Finally, Sally Robinson
points out that, regardless of the novel’s real focus on consumerism rather than feminization, the use of gender as a
24
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critics agree that the novel depicts consumerism, not femininity, as a problem. Moreover, as
feminization operates in the novel as a metaphor for the loss of agency as experienced by men,
the target of the novel’s satire is the infantilization Barber describes—except, in contrast with
The Good Life, the problem is not its immediate manifestation as narcissism and shallowness but
rather its long-term threats to personal sovereignty and community.
Another large body of criticism on the book and film focuses on this effect of
consumerism on social engagement, illustrating that the novel’s primary concern is not with the
survival of democracy but with personal happiness. Giroux, Deys, and Raymond Malewitz, for
instance, emphasize Project Mayhem’s reiteration of neoliberal ideology and the promotion of
the individual, which make it an ineffective solution to the characters’ isolation.25 Ultimately, the
novel locates the solution to consumerism’s isolating effects in the formation of affective
relationships with others as a kind of micro-social, bottom-up community-building that restores
responsibility and agency. In doing so, J. Michael Clark argues, it does not engage with larger
issues of environmental destruction and injustice within consumer society, advocating, instead, a
retreat into private relationships. Annesley, as well, points out that, “[t]hough critical of
consumerism,” Fight Club does not “pay any attention to those for whom the opportunity to be
oppressed by consumption and consumer goods is a distant dream” (58). In other words, it casts
the problem of consumerism as universal, without consideration of economic inequalities that

metaphor for the loss of agency is inherently sexist.
Omar Lizardo and J. C. Lee, focusing on the earlier stages of the novel, suggest that the community-building
function of fight club is not just an escape from the isolation imposed by consumerism’s privatization of individuals
but is itself a form of political resistance; Lizardo emphasizes fighting as a challenge to “the commodification of
sociability” (234), while Lee locates the resistance in “the act of coming together” in itself (8). Neither reading
challenges the inefficacy of Project Mayhem, however.
25
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ensure that consumerism has different and more serious consequences for those outside the first
world. The nature of the novel’s critique of consumer society is congruent with the larger
tendency for criticisms of consumerism to manifest first-world-problems discourse; these
already-documented threads—its focus on the alienation and loneliness of first-world consumers,
its positioning of private relationships as a site of resistance, and its elision of disparities in
material wealth and the consequences of overconsumption—together represent consumerism as a
cultural rather than material problem, naturalize that culture as inescapable and irreversible, and
obfuscate production processes.
The novel’s condemnation of consumerism is focused on the alienation of first-world
consumers, aligning it with the notion of affluenza and thus both the rhetoric of first-world
victimhood and the contemporary focus on the culture and not the economics of capitalism. The
narrator is struggling with the bland nature of his work and life and finds his consumption
insufficient to address his boredom. In fact, the novel suggests that his furniture and other
consumer goods make the problem worse rather than better. The narrator complains of his life
being “too complete” (52)—not as being diminished by his possessions and his identification
with them, but as being, on the contrary, too fulfilled. Most strikingly, he identifies his shallow
consumerist life as literally as bad as it gets: “I am stupid, and all I do is want and need things.
My tiny life. My little shit job. My Swedish furniture. I never, no, never told anyone this, but
before I met Tyler, I was planning to buy a dog and name it ‘Entourage.’ This is how bad your
life can get” (146). He connects owning too much stuff with being less free, and he casts it as a
wider social problem associated with “you,” the reader: “Then you’re trapped in your lovely
nest, and the things you used to own, now they own you” (44).
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This observation is compounded by the narrator’s too-close identification with his stuff as
an extension of his self: “Everything, the lamps, the chairs, the rugs were me. The dishes in the
cabinets were me. The plants were me. The television was me. It was me that blew up” (110).
This is not only a literalization of consumerism’s logic of identity construction but suggests that
any identity he might have separate from what he buys has been entirely effaced. Reduced to
nothing but his consumer choices, he has no personal or political agency. Not only is he
objectified in the sense that he is performing an identity for others to consume, but that identity
has been externalized, projected into literal objects that are easily destroyed. Deys points out,
furthermore, that “the narrator [is] not . . . singular in his disconnection, but . . . representative of
many young professionals whose lives have been consumed by materialism” (163). Deys’s
framing of these first-world consumers as themselves the objects of consumption reiterates that
this examination of consumerism’s effects presents the narrator as a victim because, not in spite,
of his privilege to consume. Moreover, the intellectual or spiritual nature of the problem as
presented hides from view the economics of consumption for the first-world consumer: the costs
of the products; debt and overextension; what Humphery calls the “processes of . . .
encirclement, enablement, and routinization” that manufacture new needs in response to the
changing material conditions in the affluent world as new technologies and products become
standardized (131); and the alienation of the “producer” from the “product,” which for Lodziak
explains consumerism, because when the laborer does not own what s/he produces, s/he is
compelled to purchase products to meet their needs (92-93).
The novel also naturalizes consumer capitalism by suggesting that there is no viable
alternative. The failure of Project Mayhem to provide a solution demonstrates how consumerism
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has co-opted the language of resistance such that any attempt to restore the role of sovereign
citizen reiterates consumption as the path to freedom, thus presenting consumerism as an
inescapable component of “the way things are.” Repeatedly, the novel exposes Tyler’s
philosophy and Project Mayhem’s agenda as a reiteration of neoliberalism’s privatization of the
individual, which precludes real agency and community building.26 One explicit instance comes
when the narrator complains about the contemporary expectations of environmental
conscientiousness, wherein he refuses to “clean up after everyone” and “foot the bill for nuclear
waste and buried gasoline tanks and landfilled toxic sludge dumped a generation before [he] was
born” (124). The specific actions he rejects are also individual, not systemic, solutions to
environmental problems and in rejecting them, he rebels against the disingenuous
individualization of responsibility and the neoliberal ideology underlying it. At the same time,
however, he is rejecting his civic responsibility and engaging explicitly in the kind of me-first

Giroux points out that Tyler’s association of consumerism with a lack of agency that is supposedly countered by
an insistence on personal autonomy actually echoes market logic: “Tyler hates consumerism, but he values a ‘Just
Do It’ ideology appropriated from the marketing strategists of the Nike corporation and the ideology of the Reagan
era” (14). For one thing, Tyler reiterates the consumerist logic of desire in repudiating the promise of satisfaction.
The narrator’s hope to “never be complete,” “never be content,” “never be perfect,” which he expects Tyler to help
him achieve, is precisely the condition that consumerism maintains (46). Also, Tyler’s desire for individual
recognition and value, expressed in his complaint that “It’s not enough to be numbered with the grains of sand on the
beach and the stars in the sky” (141), reiterates consumerism’s emphasis on uniqueness and neoliberalism’s
emphasis on personal achievement. Thirdly, Tyler’s complaint that “they kill whales . . . to make that perfume that
costs more than gold per ounce” even while “[m]ost people have never seen a whale” reiterates the logic of
commodification, turning even living whales into objects to be viewed and experienced (82-83). Fourthly, Annesley
points out that the Paper Street Soap Company “can only challenge consumerism with products of its own” (50). In
all these ways, Tyler recreates the system he seeks to challenge. Finally, Annesley also points out that “Durden’s
contempt for consumerism is a classic image of cool. It becomes the emblem of his own position as the ideal man
and as such prompts the envious commodifying gaze of the men who surround him” (51). Although this is an
observation leveled in particular at the film, which uses Brad Pitt’s commodified celebrity image to ironize Tyler’s
anti-consumerist stance, the positioning of Tyler as the unquestioned leader of Project Mayhem and the underground
celebrity idol of the entire network already, without Brad Pitt, echoes consumerism’s use of celebrities to market
various lifestyles.
26
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thinking that Barber proposes as endemic to consumer society. There is no outside to that system
if resistance inherently reiterates the logic of individualism.
The novel’s more specific focus in its presentation of consumerism as a first-world
problem concerns the impossibility of real bonds when all interactions are reduced to commodity
consumption. The narrator says of the novel’s love triangle (“I want Tyler. Tyler wants Marla.
Marla wants me”), that “[t]his isn’t about love as in caring. This is about property as in
ownership” (14). Deys discusses how consumerism becomes an obstacle to the formation of
close relationships, citing Jean Kilbourne, who “discusses contemporary American
consumerism’s anthropomorphizing of goods in Can’t Buy My Love: How Advertising Changes
the Way We Think and Feel.” Deys quotes Kilbourne, who explains, “we are encouraged to feel
that we are in relationships with [products]” because “it is easier and considerably safer to love a
product than a person. Relationships with human beings are messy, unpredictable, often
uncomfortable, sometimes dangerous” (159-60). This apprehension toward relationships is at
work in the novel. Read literally, the narrator forms a relationship with himself and, to protect
that relationship, refuses to form any others. His relationship with Tyler is thus a concrete
manifestation of the narcissism Barber sees in consumer society. According to Palahniuk’s
Afterward, it is the loss of community that results from this retreat from relationships that is the
real subject of the novel. The fight club aspect, he says, was an arbitrary decision; what mattered
was a story that would “model a new way to gather and be together” (214), as Lee’s argument
also emphasizes. Palahniuk compares fight club to the Tinku festival celebrated by the rural poor
in Bolivia, where “[t]he men fight the men” and “[s]ometimes the women fight one another,” and

210
then they “go to church,” and “get married” (218)—in other words, a ritualized form of
community-building.
The bond the narrator and Marla form, seemingly against his will, is what truly frees him
from his narcissism, presenting the formation of private affective relationships as a form of
escape from consumerism in a manner that reiterates both the comparative importance of culture
over economics and the inescapability of and lack of viable alternatives to consumer capitalism.
It is his fear that Tyler is going to kill Marla that leads him to decide to “take care of Tyler”
(196), and it is his admission of his feelings for her, and her reciprocation of his feelings, that
allows his final act of violence against his own body to kill Tyler instead of himself: Marla
makes Tyler disappear, which lets the narrator take control of the gun (204). She brings the
support group with her, connecting him to a larger social network, which suggests the possible
redemption of such groups from the accusations of self-indulgent emotionalism leveled earlier in
the novel—in spite of how both he and Marla used them, they have the potential to offer real
community. And out of the group’s sense of responsibility to him, he develops a sense of
responsibility to them, expressed in his commitment to getting rid of Tyler: “With the police
helicopters thundering toward us, and Marla and all the support group people who couldn’t save
themselves, with all of them trying to save me, I had to pull the trigger” (206). Afterward, while
he is institutionalized, Marla writes to him (207). The survival of his relationship with Marla
reiterates the value of affective relationships as the only solution the novel has to offer to the
consumerist culture it criticizes, leaving the economic practices unchanged. In fact, the
community-centered and individualized solutions to the problem of consumerism implied by
both the novel (fall in love!) and Palahniuk’s Afterward (get married!) suggest that happiness for
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first-world consumers lies in retreating even further from considerations of the larger global
context in which consumption happens—the narrator is literally in hiding from the world,
interested in maintaining only this one relationship. Clark makes a similar point about the film,
in which “the closing frame narrows to the heterosexual couple in isolation” (74-75), rejecting
any larger sense of community. Meanwhile, the survival of Project Mayhem illustrates the
continuation of the consumer culture the group both exists to oppose and ultimately recreates.27
The novel’s emphasis on the cultural rather than economic problem of consumerism is
illustrated, as well, by its association of first-world consumers like the narrator with the
downtrodden, a conflation of the disparate experiences of different social classes that disguises
material inequalities. Tyler calls attention to some matters of inequality within the first world,
complaining about the conditions in the clinic “where you end up if you don’t have health
insurance” (108), or how the union president does not care, he says, “where I live or how I feel,
of what I eat or how I feed my kids or how I pay the doctor if I get sick” (115). In this sense, the
novel acknowledges the material consequences of capitalism rather than its intellectual or

The novel dedicates some time, as well, to showing how the narrator’s involvement in Project Mayhem keeps him
from building the kind of affective relationships that the novel ultimately argues are the true antidote to
consumerism’s social disintegration. As Project Mayhem grows, the narrator finds himself more and more isolated
from the people within it—one group of “space monkeys” is replaced by the next and each new fight club is filled
with strangers (133-34). Even the fracturing of fight club into franchises in the first place—with Tyler playing the
absent father to each one, just like the narrator’s real father to his multiple abandoned families (50)—reflects a lack
of community cohesion: although the rules are the same everywhere and they are all under Tyler’s umbrella, the
bond supposedly fostered by the fights themselves cannot cross between groups; when so many members of the
larger organization never meet, the formation of those relationships is impossible. Project Mayhem is equally
fractured, split into separate committees, and the men in those committees are denied any sense of the big picture—
and, with it, any larger sense of purpose; “No one guy understands the whole plan,” (130), which leaves them all to
wonder “what’s next” (135). And all the while, the narrator keeps Marla at a distance and loses touch with Tyler,
whose absence through the middle of the novel informs most of the narrator’s sense of disconnection with fight club.
Moreover, Deys reiterates that the psychological dissociation that creates Tyler in the first place is itself a rejection
of actual community: “in creating Tyler to fight what he considers a culturally created disconnection, he disconnects
from both himself and those with whom he forms unavoidably fractured relationships” (161-62). For the narrator,
there is no community in Project Mayhem and, in fact, Project Mayhem destroys the relationships he tries to build.
27
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spiritual effects. However, Deys argues that the novel participates in the “conflation of the very
different difficulties facing working and middle class men,” resulting in “a limited critique of
capitalism” (165). Although she references a scene in the film that does not occur in the novel,
her observation does still apply to the novel, when Tyler tells the police commissioner, “[t]he
people you’re trying to step on, we’re everyone you depend on,” and then groups together jobs
with very different income levels: “We make your bed,” he says, but also “We process your
insurance claims and credit card charges” (166). All those workers are supposedly being stepped
on equally.
The novel continues its elision of economics by presenting the narrator’s continued
material privilege even after having rejected consumerism as something he can take for granted.
For instance, the narrator’s version of reducing his possessions still leaves him with quite a lot:
“I have two pair of black trousers. Six white shirts. Six pair of underwear. The bare minimum”
(64). While that is significantly less clothing that many Americans own, the casting of it as the
“bare minimum,” despite being more than what most people around the world could ever hope to
own, is absurd. The house Tyler rents may be in “a toxic waste part of town” (63), but it is big
enough to serve as the Project Mayhem headquarters and allow him to run his soap-making
business and the rent is affordable. And having access to the materials Project Mayhem needs for
soap and for explosives is equally an unaddressed product of first-world privilege—having
running water and gas for cooking even in a place like the house on Paper Street (68), having
access to liposuction services from which they obtain the fat needed to make soap (150), and
having easy access to cheap commodities like the gasoline, frozen orange juice concentrate, diet
cola, and cat litter that can be used to make napalm (13). The novel normalizes these privileges
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even while the characters argue that the lack of material privilege is better. This also further
portrays consumerism as inescapable in both the narrator’s continued failure to recognize that he
is still dependent on the products of consumer society and the presentation of those products as
readily available.
The novel also elides the economics of consumerism by obscuring its consequences,
which is a function less of the absence of those consequences, as Clark’s reading implies, than of
the novel’s reduction of environmental destruction to a loss of appeal to first-world consumers.
This elision is partly a result of how the novel exposes Tyler’s complicity with capitalism. At
one point, the narrator indulges in some fantasies of destruction of “everything beautiful [he]’d
never have,” wanting to burn down “the Amazon rain forests,” exacerbate the depletion of the
ozone layer, and cause a massive oil spill (123). This passage reveals the hypocrisy and the
menace of Project Mayhem’s impulses by invoking the destruction that is already happening—
what Tyler wants is, essentially, what capitalism is already doing to the world. Moreover, his
fantasy transforms all the targets of this destruction—the rain forest, the ozone, the fish, the
beaches—into commodities, things of beauty to have (or experience), which ties his impulse to
consumerism. However, while this passage includes and in fact hinges upon an acknowledgment
of overconsumption as a cause of environmental degradation, the same language of
commodification that implicates the narrator in consumerism obscures the effects of such
degradation beyond the destruction of beauty. There are no human consequences beyond the
inability to enjoy the things of beauty being destroyed. There is certainly no sense that the
consequences of such destruction are felt most heavily within impoverished nations; the only
foreign place the passage identifies as being affected is France, another first-world country.
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The novel also obscures the production processes to which consumption is tied. This
occurs, for instance, when the narrator refers satirically to his dishes as having been “crafted by
the honest, simple, hard-working indigenous aboriginal peoples of wherever” (41). Even as it
comments on the use of indigenous culture as a marketing tool, this passage deliberately
participates in the elision of the production history of the commodity, locating the aboriginal
laborers in a vague elsewhere that masks national ties and economic relationships between
nations. While the narrator’s dismissive phrasing—“of wherever”—calls attention to his
obliviousness of the production history, as noted with Pattern Recognition, even elisions that call
attention to themselves perpetuate the invisibility of what has been elided. Nor is this the only
instance of such elision of production processes. Although Annesley notes that Tyler’s objection
to consumerism does not apply to making money (they sell Paper Street Soap for $20 a bar and
make enough money for the narrator to consider quitting his job) (86), he also has no objection to
collecting “stuff”; he steals clothes from lost and founds in “gyms and hotels” (89). It is
specifically the use of money to collect “stuff” to which he objects. The result is, as Vint points
out about Cayce’s CPUs in Pattern Recognition, the further elision of economic realities by
sidestepping not just the production history but also the entire system of value and exchange. He
removes the taint of commodification by effectively treating “stuff” like it just shows up when he
wants it.
Finally, the novel ends with a direct abnegation of accountability as the lesson the
narrator learns from his adventures with Tyler: “We are not special. We are not crap or trash,
either. We just are. We just are, and whatever happens just happens” (207). “Whatever happens
just happens” is about as explicit an articulation of the acceptance of the status quo as natural and
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inevitable as it is possible to make. While it is possible that the narrator’s viewpoint remains just
as flawed post-Tyler as it was before, the narrative’s focus on how the character learns to make
peace with his place in the world suggests that this lesson, whatever its veracity, is the one he
needs to learn to be healthy. In short, although the novel engages with somewhat more
sophisticated characterizations of consumerism than The Good Life’s condemnations of
shallowness and self-indulgence, by focusing on the supposed disenfranchisement and social
isolation of first-world consumers, Fight Club reiterates the first-world-problems discourse that
casts material privilege as a cause of suffering while naturalizing consumerism and obscuring its
economic dimensions.
Conclusion
By addressing consumerist values as a reflection of micro-level social pressure and the
macro-level cultural force of capitalism, not even The Good Life’s concern with the materialism
and self-indulgence among New York’s wealthier classes implies that overconsumption is
simply a product of individual greed. Additionally, not one of the three novels suggests the
viability of alternative forms of consumption, such as Cayce’s logo-free fashion choices in
Pattern Recognition, as a form of resistance to consumerism. However, The Good Life’s
emphasis on family obligations and Fight Club’s suggestion of private affective relationships as
the solution to alienation both reiterate neoliberalism’s logic of individual lifestyle choices as an
alternative to mainstream consumer culture and contribute to the depiction of consumer
capitalism as inescapable most evident in Pattern Recognition. Not only does this offer a false
picture of consumerism and its effects as universal that conceals material inequalities, it also
participates in a mystification of the practices of consumer capitalism, representing them as
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invisible social forces—the intangibility of “cool,” the corrupting influence of New York culture,
the power of advertising to compel the IKEA nesting instinct—that prioritize the cultural, rather
than material, causes and consequences of first-world overconsumption.
In fact, aside from a few small moments in Fight Club that acknowledge natural resource
use and environmental degradation as a consequence of consumerism, the literature addresses the
effects of overconsumption outside the first world less often than the books Humphery discusses,
which at least pay lip-service to issues of conservation and distributive justice. Pattern
Recognition depicts the increasing global ubiquity of brands while masking the political and
economic consequences of brand hegemony and the globalized commodity chains behind the
production of branded products, The Good Life elides material production in favor of finance
capitalism and then does not present its effects, and Fight Club reduces the consequences of
environmental destruction to the loss of beauty. Thus, even while these novels contribute to the
myth of affluenza, casting the material privilege of the first world as a pathology in the form of
the ubiquity of branding, narcissistic self-indulgence, and the reliance on commodities to define
our identities and provide a sense of security, they decontextualize those cultural conditions from
the economic practices that enable them. In this way, these works participate in a first-worldproblems discourse that paints contemporary American culture as a problem while obscuring the
neocolonial practices that produce and maintain it.
The Good Life’s concern with how consumerism intrudes upon family life suggests a
prevalent worry, also visible in the attention to television culture in the previous chapter, on how
the changes associated with globalization impact American families. Meanwhile, Fight Club’s
emphasis on community as a narrow set of affective relationships suggests a willingness to
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disengage from larger social forces to focus exclusively on the interpersonal. These twin themes
characterize the so-called “domestic retreat” in American literature, particularly after 9/11.
American literature explores the effect of globalization on the family, positioning crises of the
domestic sphere in relationship to larger global crises and offering resolutions to their domestic
stories that involve the characters turning away from the social problems that serve as a backdrop
to their domestic lives to focus on their immediate family.

CHAPTER FIVE: GLOBAL INTERCONNECTIVITY AND AMERICAN LITERATURE’S
DOMESTIC RETREAT
First-world-problems discourse is evident in the contemporary “domestic retreat” in
American literature, which involves an often self-conscious narrowing of scope from the global
to the local and domestic. Catherine Morley observes that a number of contemporary American
novels are “steeped in the American relationship with the rest of the world,” but only “explore
the ways in which globalization affects and alters the notion of home, identity, and sovereignty”
(731).1 More importantly, works of this type invoke the specter of global crises in a manner that
problematizes the interconnectivity of the home and the world, casting globalization’s
compression of distances and what Anthony Gidden calls the “intensification of worldwide
social relations” as problems for the American family (Gupta 3). Implicit in the domestic retreat
is a suspicion of the increasing interconnectivity of America and the rest of the world in the era
of globalization, which Benjamin Barber discusses in his introduction to the post-9/11 edition of
Jihad vs. McWorld, in which he writes that “[i]nterdependence . . . is a domestic reality that has
already compromised the efficacy of citizenship in scores of unacknowledged and uncharted
ways” (n. pag.). Although he advocates for a renegotiation of the terms of that interdependence,

Nathan Oates offers a different explanation of the domestic retreat as depicting “how the altering of domestic space
ultimately points to a more fundamental existential destabilizing of the self” (158). This does not, however, negate
the problem of the domestic retreat’s decontextualization of the domestic space from the rest of the world.
1
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the intensification of relations is likely irreversible,2 now a permanent and problematic condition
of contemporary life to which we must adjust. Unsurprisingly, then, Judie Newman characterizes
American fiction in the era of globalization as having “replaced” “the fear of isolation” with “the
anxieties of connectivity” (6).3
The anxiety of connectivity is not a new subject for literary investigation. Domestic
novels throughout history, Ann Kaplan writes, “explore the breakdown of the boundaries
between internal and external spaces, between the domestic and the foreign, as they struggle to
renegotiate and stabilize these domains” (600). This narrative relies on the anxiety caused by the
dependence of the domestic on the foreign. Traditional domestic fiction of the kind Kaplan
discusses, then, explores what Homi Bhabha calls “the shock of recognition of the world-in-thehome, the home-in-the-world” (141), even as it ultimately reaffirms the boundaries between the
domestic and the foreign. In the era of globalization, however, the recognition of the world-inthe-home is no longer such a shock; the boundaries of the home maintain their importance, but
their porousness is increasingly hard to overlook. In a globalized world, David Morley explains,
“‘nations’ require constant maintenance,” but “nationalisms articulate their purportedly

Attempts to reverse increased interconnectivity, such as the Brexit, will not address the specific concerns of firstworld citizens who feel threatened by globalization. Ian Morris, writing for Stratfor’s Global Affairs column, points
out that leaving the EU is a poor solution to “rising inequality, stagnating incomes, the loss of national sovereignty
and the disruptive effects of immigration . . . because the causes are deeper than anything the experts in Brussels can
affect” (n. pag.). Instead, he argues, “Britain’s fate will remain inextricably linked with Europe’s” regardless of their
decision to leave because of a global shift in power toward the East that is already underway. Morris’s rhetoric is
itself troubling in its East vs. West binary and indulgence in the language of economic victimhood but nonetheless
he reiterates Barber’s point that interconnectivity cannot be undone.
2

Mark Shechner explicitly posits the domestic retreat as correlating to America’s supposed loss of standing in the
world: “If our time is marked by the declining dollar and the shrinkage of America’s role in the world, then we
should begin to see in our fiction and intellectual life a certain drawing back from the inflated concepts and visions
and a reinvestment in homely and domestic subjects…as in fact we do” (38). The trend could, then, be seen as an
attempt to revitalize the domestic (and national-domestic) space in the face of threats to its supremacy, playing into
notions of American victimhood.
3
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homogenous ties and spaces selectively, in relation to new transnational flows and cultural
forms” (12), of which some are openly accepted, some simply ignored, and others overtly
positioned as threats. This transnational interdependence enables the contextualization of
American family life within the global economic practices that enable its existence. Kristin J.
Jacobson’s work on neodomestic fiction posits that contemporary domestic novels—among
which she includes a diverse set of texts such as Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Leslie Marmon
Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes, Richard Ford’s Independence Day, and Chang-rae Lee’s A
Gesture Life—make this context explicit with the intention of revealing relationships of power
and privilege. She argues that “[n]eodomestic novels intentionally demonstrate the exclusions
associated with the single-family, privately-owned home” (2010, 3), and that the genre “finds
ways to . . . craft relational rather than oppositional bonds to the [American] past and/or other
‘foreign’ entities” (184).
However, contemporary novels also frame the interdependence of the home and the
world as a first-world problem. McInerney’s The Good Life, Jess Walter’s The Financial Lives of
the Poets (2009), and Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible (1998) all depict families in
moments of crisis and transition that are related to the interdependence of the world and the
domestic sphere. Each uses a global crisis as a backdrop to the domestic drama at its center: 9/11
for McInerney; the global financial crisis for Walter; and African colonialism and
neocolonialism for Kingsolver. The Good Life retreats the furthest from the world, representing
9/11 only as a disruption of life in New York and depicting the threat of interconnectivity to the
American family both before and after the attacks. Poets, meanwhile, addresses the threat the
global financial crisis poses to American households, framing the crisis in terms of the home’s
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entanglement with the mystified economic system. The Poisonwood Bible, finally, explores the
American family’s relationship to imperialism, interrogating Americans’ culpability in US
neocolonial intervention in the Congo. Rather than presenting the kind of contextualization of
which Jacobson writes, however, the novel problematizes the relationship between the US and
the Congo as a threat to the American family at its center in the form of the characters’ guilt,
while also suggesting that neocolonialism in central Africa is over. All three novels actively
redirect attention away from a global crisis to focus on the problems of white American families
and all voice concern about the problem of increasing (or least increasingly visible)
interconnectivity between the home and the world, thus reiterating discourse that casts
Americans as victims of globalization’s intensification of social relations.
The Good Life: The Post-9/11 Domestic Retreat
Richard Gray associates the domestic retreat with fiction produced after 9/11, writing that
in these novels, these “cataclysmic public events are measured purely and simply in terms of
their impact on the emotional entanglements of their protagonists” (30). Other critics like David
Brauner and Catherine Morley have questioned this periodization.4 Nonetheless, the domestic
retreat is evident in a number of post-9/11 novels dealing primarily with familial problems
experienced both before and after the attacks, and Duvall briefly cites The Good Life as perhaps

Brauner writes, for instance, that there is “little evidence of a radical shift in the kind of fiction that most American
authors are producing in the post-9/11 period” (3), and Morley, as well, points out that “[e]ven in the mid-to-late
1990s, writers were already preoccupied with stories that framed domestic events against the vast panorama of
American history” (721), though not necessarily a backdrop of events as catastrophic as 9/11. Moreover, John N.
Duvall and Robert P. Marzec are critical of Gray’s assessment of the existing body of post-9/11 literature, pointing to
some engagement with the geopolitical aspects of 9/11 in a few novels, including The Zero.
4
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the clearest example of the trend, a novel that “never transcends the domestic life” (182).5 The
novel does not present 9/11 and the aftermath as a global political crisis but as a symbol of
disruption and a backdrop to its story of adultery among wealthy white New Yorkers. However,
beyond focusing on the problems of the first-world domestic sphere to the exclusion of the world
outside the US, the novel also problematizes the interconnectivity of contemporary life, depicting
9/11 as a moment of disruption of the autonomy and stability of the American family due to the
violation of boundaries between the private and public spheres. The attacks inspire Corrine and
Luke to join the community outside the home through their charity work, as Sonia Baelo-Allué
notes, and offers them an opportunity to consider ending their marriages, as Bimbisar Irom
emphasizes. Moreover, the novel’s domestic concerns before the attacks surround threats to
family life in contemporary society that are themselves rooted in interconnectivity. In this way
the novel depicts American families as the victims of changing domestic conditions and the
intensification of social relations even as it continues to render the world beyond our borders
invisible.
Although no critic has discussed the domestic retreat in the context of the larger body of
first-world-problems discourse, nor engaged with how these books problematize geopolitical
interdependence in a way that plays into the myth of American victimhood, many have
expressed concern about the decontextualization of the aftermath of 9/11 in America from the
larger political and economic conditions prevailing before and after the attacks.6 Michael

Other examples of post-9/11 domestic fiction include including Neil LaBute’s play The Mercy Seat, DeLillo’s
Falling Man, Ken Kalfus’s A Disorder Peculiar to the Country, and Lynne Sharon Schwartz’s The Writing on the
Wall, among others.
5

Barber’s Jihad vs. McWorld is a particularly excellent source regarding the causes, given that he examines the
interdependence of neocolonial economic practices and the rise of extremism years before 9/11 gave the country at
large a reason to pay attention to such things. Naomi Klein also summarizes the post-9/11 response, including its
6
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Rothberg, for instance, writes that “to dwell only on” the domestic “would risk reproducing
American exceptionalism and ignoring the context out of which the terror attacks emerged in the
first place” (157). Richard Crownshaw, as well, observes that “the experience of the temporality
of traumatic time . . . often precludes the critical consideration of American territory” (758). In
other words, the retreat into the domestic is part of a larger tendency to focus on the trauma of
9/11, which allows no sense of the attacks except as a disruptive event with no clear causes or
ongoing responses. In the novel, Russell’s friend Washington demonstrates Crownshaw’s point
by wondering, “For the love of God, what do these people want? What did we do to them?”
demonstrating a realistic depiction of the grief and confusion that followed the trauma but
nonetheless casting its causes as a mystery. His vehemence suggests that his failure to
understand is not for lack of trying, but must, instead, result from the impossibility of such
understanding. Not only does this passage decontextualize the attacks by attributing them to an
unseen other, “these people,” but it mystifies the origins of anti-American anger.7

economic dimensions, in The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. New York: Picador, 2007.
Kathy Knapp offers a very different reading of the domestic retreat that challenges the notion that it is inherently a
decontextualization of the attacks. Although she is focused on novels set in the suburbs rather than New York itself,
her argument nonetheless applies to the wider body of post-9/11 domestic fiction, which is equally concerned with
how the attacks impact the lives of American families. She suggests that the post-9/11 domestic novel offers a
challenge to traditional notions of domesticity that also exposes the global contexts in which the American family is
situated. While she maintains that “in the wake of 9/11, the American novel is in full retreat,” she also argues that
“writers now working in the suburban literary tradition do not offer the postwar suburb as a retreat from the larger
world, but suggest instead that the world has come to the suburbs” (500-501); as Barber suggests, 9/11 has forced us
to acknowledge the interconnectivity of the world and the falsehood of notions of American independence or
isolation (n. pag.), thus destabilizing the myth of the autonomous family home. In other words, the domestic space
cannot be decontextualized from global politics. This argument that contemporary domestic fiction is actually, at
bottom, an attempt to reveal rather than obscure the global contexts in which American family life is embedded
reiterates Jacobson’s notion of neodomestic fiction’s explicit attention to the interrelatedness of the home and the
world. However, both Knapp and Jacobson overlook the possibility of misrepresentation of that interrelatedness to
cast the people of the first world as the victims rather than the beneficiaries of global interconnectivity.
7
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The Good Life decontextualizes 9/11 by maintaining the invisibility of the world outside
the US. Several reviewers of McInerney’s novel criticized its use of 9/11, including Paul Gray,
who argues that the novel deploys the attacks as a “Hitchcockian MacGuffin” (n. pag.).
International politics have almost no place in the novel aside from Corrine’s guilt at being so
preoccupied with her desire for Luke “when bombs are raining down on some poor villagers on
the other side of the world” (10, 247), a statement too geographically vague and devoid of an
agent to be said for sure to refer to the post-9/11 American military response. The Middle East
does not exist for the US to exist in relationship to it. There is only the vague sense of outside, of
them, of the other side of the world, and bombs fall there without any power or person to drop
them. There is, of course, one scene in which a man on the street complains about New Yorkers’
failure to contextualize the attacks within a history of violence abroad: “People die. People in the
Middle East get blown apart every day and we read about it in the New York fucking Times or
the Post while we’re sitting at Starbucks drinking our white-chocolate mocha” (149). This
moment is in keeping with the novel’s condemnations of the shallowness of New York consumer
culture but does little to contradict the novel’s exclusion of the world outside the US.8 Not only
are the two sites of violence related only in the broadly humanistic sense that “people die”
everywhere rather than because of any geopolitical or economic link but the man’s monologue is
dismissed by the narration as yet another of the “hundreds of permutations of grief” on display in

I also demonstrated in chapter four that the novel does engage with the politics of the aftermath of 9/11 by
criticizing the commercialization of Ground Zero, above and beyond focusing on disruption and trauma in the
manner Crownshaw describes. This is ultimately another form of the domestication of the crisis, however, as it
appropriates the attacks as a symbol of the disease of consumerism that is robbing Americans’ lives of meaning—its
significance is only about the domestic space, both in the national sense and in the sense that the problem of
consumerism is itself tied heavily to notions of parental responsibility and the socialization of children. Thus, the
novel’s concern about the commercialization of 9/11 is perfectly in line with its general treatment of the attacks as a
threat to the stability of the domestic sphere.
8
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the city (150). In other words, it only reasserts the novel’s focus on what Crownshaw calls the
“time of trauma” rather than the “space of empire” (758).
Meanwhile, in keeping with American literature in general, the novel dedicates
significant attention to the problems of the domestic sphere, compounding its narrow and
decontextualized version of engagement with a global crisis. The novel’s central concern is Luke
and Corrine’s infidelity—not only their romance but the marital dissatisfaction out of which their
affair arises. The novel mentions, for instance, the intimacy issues between both the Calloways
and the McGavocks (68, 21). Moreover, in its exploration of both marriages and the central
conflict of Luke and Corrine’s affair, the novel also addresses the tension between individual
desire and familial obligations that is one of the predominant tropes of domestic stories in all
media,9 as illustrated by the previous chapter’s discussion of family as standing in opposition to
the narcissistic self-indulgence of consumerism. In conjunction with its attention to these internal
problems of the domestic sphere, The Good Life invokes the notion of the interconnectivity of
the home and the world as a threat to family life. Corrine worries about the hazards Russell’s
participation in the outside world poses to the stability of her marriage, feeling “anxious about
the lures and snares that her husband might encounter between home and office” (151). The
novel also explores the anxieties of connectivity in relationship to two specific conditions of
contemporary family life: new reproductive technologies that complicate legal parentage and

This manifested, for instance, in novels making use of the trope of “domophobia,” which Helena Wahlström
defines as a celebration of “resist[ance to] domesticity and family” (28). Among them are the road novels mentioned
in chapter two that propose a privileged appropriation of transience as a freer and more authentic way of life than
homely domesticity, as well as the suburban novels Catherine Jurca connects to the notion of white diaspora.
9
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struggles with work-life balance, especially for working mothers.10 In both instances, the novel
ties the challenges to interconnectivity and its disruptive potential.
Russell and Corrine have fraternal twins, Storey and Jeremy, born from the fertilization
of Corrine’s sister Hilary’s eggs with Russell’s sperm and then the implantation of the embryos
into Corrine’s uterus. Everyone involved feels ambivalent about this procedure, which Hilary
says is “not natural” (238). It is, however, the fact of Hilary’s biological parentage that concerns
Russell and Corrine most, Russell because he is concerned about the children inheriting
“Hilary’s IQ” (230) and Corrine because she worries about the possibility of Hilary claiming the
children as her own. When Hilary comes to visit, Corrine finds herself suffering from “a sudden
terrifying premonition that Hilary had come to take her children away from her” (15). The
children’s irrevocable ties to Hilary prevent the closure of the border around the Calloway
family, which is dependent for its very existence on the violation of the boundaries of the bloodrelated heterosexual nuclear family ideal. That Hilary has enabled Corrine to be a mother does
not neutralize the threat she poses but is in fact the source of the threat, as it makes the family
vulnerable to her potential claim on the twins. In other words, the Calloways and Hilary’s
irreversible interconnectivity carries a constant risk of destabilization of the family.

Sociologists are well aware that the ideal of the nuclear family has never been an accurate representation of
American family life. See, for instance, Stephanie Coontz’s The Way We Never Were: American Families and the
Nostalgia Trap. It is also irrefutable, however, that family structures have changed over the last several decades,
including a dissociation of biology from legal parentage through new reproductive technologies and adoption,
particularly interracial adoption or adoption by same-sex couples, in addition to greater numbers of single-parent
households, blended families, multigenerational households, and unmarried but cohabiting couples with and without
children. Bruce A. Chadwick and Tim B. Heaton’s Statistical Handbook on The American Family, published in
1998, gives some early figures on these changes. Social historians Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg identify new
reproductive technologies and working mothers as two of the major problems facing contemporary families (242).
The third major problem they name is family breakups and single-motherhood, which the novel does not explore
except in Corrine’s fears of how her children will be hurt should she decide to divorce Russell (248).
10
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The same recognition and problematization of interconnectivity are evident in the novel’s
presentation of parents’ struggles with work-life balance. The opening pages, for instance, are
focused largely on Corrine’s maternal guilt “about leaving the kids for so long, about not helping
Russell with dinner, about attempting to restart her long dormant professional life. . . . Bad
mother, bad wife, bad hostess. Bad” (3). Corrine also experiences pressure as a wife and mother
regarding her ability to provide for her children; she feels just as guilty about her inability to
finance a move to a bigger apartment where the twins can have separate rooms as she does about
being away from home (4, 8). By connecting both family time and financial status to Corrine’s
maternal obligations, the novel exposes the interdependence of the home and work done outside
the home. The Calloways’ financial insecurity problematizes this interconnectivity, as does
Luke’s announcement to Sasha that the financial losses they have taken after 9/11 may result in
the need to sell their second house in the Hamptons (197), both of which reveal that maintaining
the home depends upon not only one’s participation in the economy but on larger economic
conditions beyond one’s control. The home’s dependence on the world makes it vulnerable,
prevents the Calloways from providing what Corrine believes to be a proper living space and
potentially results in the loss of the MacGavocks’ second home entirely.
In addition to these pre-existing conditions of family life, the novel also depicts the
trauma of 9/11 as a disruption of the boundaries of the domestic sphere; Corrine compares it to
being the victim of a break-in (151). The impact of 9/11 on each family is the novel’s central
concern, thus not only portraying the problems of American families to the exclusion of a
broader discussion of 9/11 but directly appropriating the crisis as being about or as primarily
impacting the domestic sphere. Corrine wonders of her marriage to Russell, “Would this new
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apocalypse strengthen them, or reveal the weakness of their foundations?” (159), while Sasha
asks Luke, “Why won’t you let this be a fresh start? Everybody’s reevaluating their lives. Asking
themselves what really matters” (179). Characters even deliberately advocate the narrowing of
perspective on the crisis from the larger community to the family. Sasha wonders to Luke, “Has
it ever occurred to you that I might need you more than the people downtown?” (179), and both
she and Russell insist that “charity begins at home” (177, 125).11
That these statements come from Sasha and Russell, the unfaithful and largely
unsympathetic spouses of the protagonists, renders them ambivalent; nonetheless, the novel’s
conclusion also demonstrates a focus on the family to the exclusion of the outside world. As
discussed in chapter four, the novel’s arc and conclusion suggest the central importance of
parental responsibility in the lives of adults. As Duvall and Marzec summarize, “If the
firefighters who ran into the WTC made the ultimate sacrifice, McInerney’s novel implies, then
surely comfortable Manhattanites can think of their children and not leave their spouses to join
their adulterous lovers” (384). Certainly Corrine’s decision to stay with her family and Luke’s
commitment to his daughter Ashley’s recovery and rehabilitation after her drug overdose suggest

11

This notion of the domestication of crisis is not only a metaphor that can be applied to the novel but is actually
invoked within it. Luke’s childhood home was the site of a Confederate field hospital. “When I was a kid,” he says,
“I used to count the bloodstains on the floorboards” (220). He cites this an example to back up his assertion to
Corrine that life will eventually “go back to the way it was.” The intrusion of outside conflicts and violence into the
domestic sphere has left a legacy, but it has not stopped his town from being “one of the sleepiest, most picturesque
burgs you could hope to find” (219). This passage is in essence an argument for the resilience of the American way
of life. As Iuliano Fiorenzo notes, the parallel between 9/11 and the Civil War is a “general attempt to envisage
American national identity as a timeless epic narrative, made up of triumphs and misfortunes, in an uncritical
reading of history as an eternal present” (102). It also, however, exposes the inseparable tie that exists between the
family and the outside world—Luke’s idyllic childhood cannot be disconnected from the violence of American
history. The home itself is permanently marked. However, the novel’s attention remains on that home and its
persistence in spite of the intrusion of violence from outside. The metaphor reasserts the boundaries of the home,
which cannot be unviolated but can be reestablished, and also reiterates the centrality of the domestic sphere to its
depiction of 9/11.
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that the two of them have learned that exact lesson. Moreover, at different points in the novel
they remind each other of their respective family responsibilities. When Luke says he is not sure
whether he has a “real life” to which he can return, Corrine responds, “You have a wife and
daughter” (216), and when Corrine fantasizes about being someone “who walked away from
those towers and just decided to keep walking,” Luke tells her, “You couldn’t leave your
children” (248). They also feel guilty over their failure to sufficiently prioritize their children
over their affair. After Luke learns that Ashley has been hospitalized and he has to cut his and
Corrine’s romantic retreat short, he cannot reassure Corrine that there “would be other times”
because it seems an “[in]appropriate” distraction from his concern over his daughter (263).
Corrine, too, feels that “[s]he [i]s a very bad person” because her son’s crying is not enough to
keep her from wanting to be with Luke (212).
Nonetheless, 9/11 enables a transcendence of the narrow boundaries of the family, invites
people to engage with the community outside the home. Irom suggests that the novel explores
“opportunities presented by 9/11” for “greater personal happiness,” which he discusses as
standing in opposition to the home and the characters’ “respective domestic responsibilities”
(532). Although Corrine assumes that “the natural impulse” would be “to cling together” (135),
she instead finds herself feeling more independent (187). This greater independence begins with
Luke and Corrine’s charity work, which emerges from an impulse to help, to look beyond the
obligations of home to those they have to the larger community. This is, in fact, one of the
premises of Baelo-Allué’s reading of the novel, which emphasizes the positive changes in New
York in the aftermath of the attacks, including the dissolution of boundaries between social
classes and neighborhood, presented in the novel as a new “porous[ness]” to the “borders”
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dividing up the city (173). McInerney is representing a moment, Baelo-Allué claims, during
which “New Yorkers had left behind their capacity for jaded equanimity and felt part of a
community” (173). The attacks inspire this feeling of solidarity as the city deals with new shared
problems. Grief for lost friends and loved ones is answered by comfort from strangers (149).
Fear of additional attacks manifests in “orderly” evacuations of buildings made in a spirit of
“collective identity and purpose” (124). Even inconveniences like the police checkpoints that
make it so hard for the Calloways and their neighbors to get in and out of their neighborhood
serve as an opportunity to bond over common hardship; Corrine recounts how an old dispute
with their neighbors, after which they “had gone without speaking to them for more than a year,”
is forgotten in “a spirit of wartime camaraderie” (107).
The novel challenges the implication of an incompatibility between the family and the
outside world, evident in the supposed contradiction between Corrine’s “desire to cast her lot
with the city” and her responsibility to “think of the kids” (127), by demonstrating their
interdependence. The community depends upon the actions of private individuals—requires
them to behave in an orderly fashion, abide by the new security measures, and volunteer their
time and effort in places like the soup kitchen—and private individuals also depend upon the
actions of the community, not only for emotional support and camaraderie but also for more
practical assistance. While the missing posters people put up might be in part a symbolic gesture,
“not really queries so much as memorials—simulacra for bodies that would never be found”
(149), they are nonetheless also an attempt or a pretense thereof to crowdsource the search for
each missing person. This interdependence of individual and community is not new, moreover,
but revealed to be an overlooked pre-existing reality. Despite the fact that the novel does not
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address the geopolitical roots of the attacks, the reality of interconnectivity is visible in small
scale instances of disruption that reveal the dependence of the home upon external conditions
and systems—people forced to evacuate their homes (108), or the interruption of services used in
the domestic sphere, like telephones (107)—as well as how private actions are contextualized
within a larger web of cause and effect. The notion of shopping as a way to do one’s “bit for the
city’s traumatized economy” is a grotesque example of the consumerist ideology the novel
critiques (92), but as Englebert Stockhammer points out, consumer spending is the “main driving
force in GDP growth” in the US (246); thus the economic health of the nation is indeed
dependent on the consumption expenditures of individuals and families.
However, despite the opportunity it offers Luke and Corrine to find love and its role in
helping New Yorkers overcome the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the interconnectivity the
attacks both provoke and expose is problematized as a threat to the family through the novel’s
attention to Corrine’s children. Corrine’s son Jeremy, the more emotionally vulnerable of the
twins, is having nightmares (212). He is afraid his school will be attacked when it reopens and
that the building where his father works might be a target (105). These fears reveal the
impossibility of insulating the family, even children as young as six, from public tragedies,
reiterating both the fact and the challenge of interconnectivity. Moreover, the novel asserts the
need for parents to provide stability and keep the outside world from impacting their children.
Washington points out the obvious fact that “[k]ids are sponges” and are “taking their cues” from
their parents, and he expresses approval of the “good neutral nomenclature” his children use to
describe the attacks, which they call “the big fire” (123). Thus, he is advocating not just good
parenting but the active disengagement from the attacks as anything other than a disaster,
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encouraging language that suggests a view of the event as a one-off with no origin. While this is
probably perfectly appropriate in direct discussions of the attacks with young children like his,
he is not precisely referring to how parents should talk to their children. Instead, because he
emphasizes children as “sponges” who emulate adult behavior, his approval of “neutral”
language prescribes how adults should talk about the attacks in general. Washington has
enormous credibility as a parent; “in fatherhood he had found his own true faith” (128). That this
argument in favor of decontextualization comes from him lends it weight that might be missing
if put in the mouth of a different character.
Moreover, the novel validates his argument that parents should close ranks for the sake of
their children by highlighting Luke and Corrine’s failures to do so. Luke is with Corrine when
Ashley overdoses, having left her in Sasha’s care despite his many reasons to question her
judgment as a parent. Although the novel presents Sasha as particularly guilty in having allowed
Ashley to stay with a friend without checking with the friend’s parents to see if they would be
home (183), Luke also realizes that “he might well have been kissing Corrine while his wife was
frantically calling” (184). He is with Corrine again when Ashley runs away from rehab, which
requires him to fly back to New York from the Hamptons before he can begin trying to find her
(262). Corrine also finds herself spending increasingly large amounts of time away from her
children, leaving to work at the soup kitchen and to go on vacation with Luke, and being less
than present when she is home, too busy fantasizing to hear her daughter’s questions and
“checking her watch as she read[s] to them” (212). While nothing bad happens to her children in
her absence, her inattentiveness does mean that Corrine fails to address Jeremy’s trauma. In fact,
she is so angry at Russell’s “transparent appeal to her motherly instincts” and “thinly veiled
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protest against her work at the soup kitchen” when he brings up Jeremy’s nightmares that “she
retreat[s] into her bedroom, before she snap[s] at him in front of the kids” (212). However
legitimate her response to Russell’s emotional manipulation, retreating does nothing to help
Jeremy. In most instances, she feels guilty over her stronger desire to be with Luke than with her
children. While this self-awareness may make her more sympathetic, it also reinforces the
impossibility of finding a way to allow “what she felt for Luke [to] accommodate her love for
her children” (243). The novel thus frames the participation of parents in the larger community
as not a challenge to “narcissistic values” and the “mass culture of isolated people,” as BaeloAllué argues, but rather as insufficient devotion to the family (178).
The novel consistently presents parents’ obligation to maintain the family in an unstable
world even through its ambivalent ending. The novel’s ending, as Baelo-Allué notes, is
indicative of a broader return to normal in New York; the affair expires with the post-attack
conditions that inspired the sense of community from which the affair emerged (172). Given the
novel’s critique of New York culture, the ending also forecloses better possibilities in addition to
representing a return to healthy and mature decision-making. Irom argues, in fact, that the novel
is ambivalent about Luke and Corrine’s separation and return to their families, emphasizing
Luke’s fantasies of a reunion (532). However, the novel places that reunion in some far away
future, when Corrine is “separated, or divorced, or widowed” (363), the present needs of her
family no longer a consideration. Luke’s fantasy of being with Corrine in the future also serves
as a reminder of the interdependence of the home and the world. Reunited or not, the family is
clearly still vulnerable to the forces that would pull them apart—not only the persistence of Luke
and Corrine’s bond, but also the “ugly affair” or “cancer” or “unexplained plane crash” that Luke

234
imagines will end the Calloways’ marriage (363). Their home remains dubiously situated in the
world.
In short, then, the novel demonstrates the kind of self-consciousness about the
interdependence of the home and the world that is characteristic of contemporary domestic
fiction and of notions of home in the era of globalization. Nonetheless, the novel presents that
world with minimal definition, it does not illustrate the dynamics of power and privilege
endemic to the notion of home or the nature or consequences of its entanglements with the
world, and it casts the impact of interconnectivity on the family as a threat. Moreover, although it
is unwise to conflate the home and the homeland, particularly in conjunction with a novel that
does not depict the world beyond America’s borders, the portrayal of private American families
made vulnerable by their connections with the outside world nonetheless resonates with the
political rhetoric that casts America as the victim of immigration, outsourcing, trade agreements,
and the financial burden of foreign aid.12 Recognizing the illusoriness of the autonomy of the
home(land) does not mean also recognizing the true nature of its relationship to the world. It is
equally effective in perpetuating a discourse of first-world problems.
Duvall and Marzec’s summation of the novel’s message, that “[i]f the firefighters who
ran into the WTC made the ultimate sacrifice . . . then surely comfortable Manhattanites can
think of their children” (384), comments on the novel’s attitude toward family. By juxtaposing

Will Marshall and Ed Gerwin of the Progressive Policy Institute offer a summary of both Donald Trump’s and
Bernie Sander’s anti-trade positions in an article for The Daily Beast, illustrating that both major US political parties
are prone to casting America as the victims of trade agreements. Trump, as well, has come out strongly against
immigration; his immigration reform page on his campaign website sites costs to taxpayers and job losses, as well as
crime, as the threats posed by Mexican immigrants (“Immigration Reform”). Meanwhile, the Center for Individual
Freedom responded to Puerto Rico’s recent debt crisis by releasing an ad arguing that any attempt to help them
restructure their debt would amount to “a bailout on the backs of savers and seniors” (Gonzalez n. pag.). Clearly, the
rhetoric of American victimhood has been evident throughout the 2016 political landscape.
12
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the firefighters’ public heroism with the characters’ eventual retreat into their private domestic
lives, their statement reveals that the novel voices the same “charity begins at home” viewpoint
offered by Russell and Sasha and suggests, in line with neoliberal ideology, that responsible
citizenship rests in responsible parenthood.13 The flipside of the neoliberal notion of civic duty
beginning and ending with obligations within the autonomous family is the family’s
responsibility for its own well-being. Ron Becker writes, “Once the nuclear family was
established as the only place one needed to look for support, its [sic] has taken little effort to
assert that it is the only place one should look for support” (179). The effects of this privatized
vision of home and family is evident in Walter’s The Financial Lives of the Poets, which depicts
a family struggling, all alone, to keep their home. However, that novel ultimately attributes those
effects to individual failings and the home’s entanglement with mystified global market forces,
exploring the vulnerability of the American family in a world of excessive interconnectivity.
Walter’s The Financial Lives of the Poets: The Global Financial Crisis
Poets is a first-person narrative from the perspective of protagonist Matt Prior. Matt is
unemployed, having been laid-off from a job as a business reporter shortly after returning to the
position in the wake of a failed business venture—poetfolio.com, a website offering financial
advice in verse. His wife Lisa now works while Matt looks for a job and tries to maintain his
provider role by managing their assets and overseeing their bills. The impending foreclosure of

The novel largely avoids the more overtly patriarchal family values that Helena Wahlström argues were
“mobilized . . . in the aftermath of 9/11” (11), but it nonetheless resonates with the period’s political rhetoric positing
the private family as central to public welfare, such as George W. Bush’s Healthy Marriage Initiative, an educational
campaign that was justified, Ron Becker summarizes, as being an “investment” to promote “self-sustaining
families” (179).
13
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their house is thus Matt’s problem to solve; he does not even tell Lisa about the notice from the
mortgage company. Instead of sharing the burden, he attempts to invest what little money they
have left in marijuana, hoping to sell to his upper-middle class associates and make enough
money to save their house. Meanwhile, Lisa has been carrying on an emotional affair over social
media and text messages with her high school boyfriend Chuck. In the end, Matt’s drug dealing
plan fails, he and Lisa lose the house, and they separate. There is hope, however, for
reconciliation and a new life uncluttered by all the physical markers of domesticity—the house
and possessions—that had defined their lives before.
Nicky Marsh, Paul Crosthwaite, and Peter Knight observe about “realist post-crash
works” like Poets that they share an emphasis on “the need for their male protagonists to reassume the paternal role that capital has allowed them to abandon” (215). Hamilton Carroll, too,
suggests that the novel explores how the financial crisis has affected family roles and
relationships and in particular how the loss of male earning power has affected the role of
husbands and fathers in the home. Poets does situate itself within a crisis of domestic masculinity
tied to the “mancession,” but does not depict a return to patriarchal domesticity as either
necessary or desirable. Nonetheless, as Andrew Hoberek notes, the novel asserts the importance
of restoring the family as a cohesive, self-sustaining, and private entity in the face of
unemployment and foreclosure. Moreover, the novel interrogates the causes of the financial
crisis, which it attributes to both small actors (borrowers determined to live beyond their means)
and large actors (the financial experts and lending institutions that inflated the housing bubble).
In examining both sides and presenting homeowners as both victims and perpetrators, the novel
ultimately portrays the crisis as stemming from the entanglement of the family and the global
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financial system. Though this opens up a space for the novel to critique both the ideology of
homeownership and the neoliberal privatization of risk and responsibility, the novel instead
mystifies the operation of the economy and limits consideration of its effects to the domestic
space of an upper-middle class American family, whom it represents as threatened by the
interconnectivity of the home and the world. Thus, the novel appropriates the story of the global
financial crisis and its specific causes and widespread consequences as a story about the
maintenance of the private family, which is under siege by the uncontrollable forces of the
market to which it is tied.
As with The Good Life’s treatment of 9/11, the global financial crisis mostly operates in
the novel as a backdrop to the domestic story and a disruption of the Priors’ pre-existing family
dynamic. Unlike 9/11, however, the financial crisis is not a single catastrophic event but rather a
gradual downward spiral. Matt summarizes “how [he] left a good job as a business reporter two
years ago to start an unlikely poetry-and-investment website, how [they] got buried in the
housing collapse just as [his] senile father moved in, how [he] scrambled back to [his] old
newspaper job, only to get laid off eight weeks ago” (5). Now, they are facing foreclosure (6).
The consequence of these financial difficulties is the disruption of family cohesion, as Carroll
and Marsh, Crosthwaite, and Knight argue, reiterating both the novel’s domestication of the
financial crisis and its anxieties about the home’s relationship to the economy. Their readings’
reliance on a narrative of embattled masculinity is unsurprising, as gender is inseparable from
both domesticity and the financial crisis. Suzanne Leonard explains that because “one of the first
conspicuous signs of the financial meltdown occurred in the male-dominated housing industry,
the observation that the recession disproportionately disadvantaged male workers quickly
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became a structuring narrative” (33). Of course, interest in the “mancession” as a phenomenon
was not limited to the actual job loss figures but rather, Joan C. Williams and Allison Tait write,
the effect of unemployment on “the troubled male psyche” and how it led to “diminished male
confidence” and “a host of relationship problems” (861-62). In short, Leonard summarizes, the
narrative of the mancession involves “[t]he wrapping together . . . of the economic and the
domestic” (36), thus serving as an example of the domestication of a public crisis. Whether or
not the mancession narrative accurately represents the losses and challenges created by the
economic downturn,14 concerns about widespread unemployment become concerns about the
health of the private family, precluding sustained attention to the larger problem.
Matt’s shame over his failure as a provider is explicit throughout the novel. Carroll
describes Poets as “a post-financial collapse narrative of fractured domesticity” and argues that
“the protagonist must save . . . his family . . . through the recuperation of the self and the
restoration of the logic of men as primary breadwinners and the guarantors of domestic security”
(204). Just as Corrine in The Good Life berates herself for not being there for her children, Matt
berates himself for being unemployed: “I am such a shit father, shit husband, shit son, shit
human being . . . and I’ve lost my shit job, am losing my shit house, am at the bottom of my shitself” (11). The parallel, of course, only highlights how parental responsibilities are assigned
along gender lines. He feels his failure so acutely that he imagines the impending foreclosure in
final, apocalyptic terms, the end for his family, who will not be “safe, healthy, [and] fed,” no

Although men did indeed face more jobs losses due to their concentration in particular industries during the
recession, the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, using data from the Department of Labor, reported in 2011
that “[m]en are recovering at about three times the speed of women,” in part because of women’s concentration in
industries that were hit later in the recession (namely state and local public service and government jobs). Moreover,
the Economic Policy Institute reports that in every industry, women lost jobs at higher rates than men. (“Growing
Job Gap between Women and Men,” n. pag.).
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matter how perfectly sustaining the lower-middle class lifestyle to which they will be reduced
(14). Moreover, his impaired sense of self-efficacy is itself a factor in the impending end of the
marriage. He hides information from Lisa, undersells their need to reduce their spending (53),
and commits crimes behind her back to avoid the shame of admitting that they might lose the
house. The novel suggests, then, in keeping with the mancession narrative, that men’s
diminished role as primary breadwinners is disruptive to the security and cohesion of the family,
even if part of that disruption stems from wounded male pride.
Nonetheless, the importance of gender to the novel’s narrative of the recession has been
overstated. Matt is self-aware about the chauvinism implicit in his insecurities and does not seem
to want to be empowered at his wife’s expense, though he considers the possibility that he is
guilty of “tak[ing] pleasure in keeping [his] wife at home” (27). Ultimately, though, he has too
much respect for the “world-beating, self-assured businesswoman” she was until taking time off
to raise their children stalled her career trajectory for this reading of his motives to ring true (26).
He is threatened by her time spent on social media, not by the fact that she is earning money
while he is not. In fact, he is saddened by her loss of professional confidence and the fact that her
current job is beneath her talents (26-27). Moreover, the novel’s depiction of the difficulties
working mothers face on the job market reiterates that women in the work force are not an
obstacle to male employment.15

This is supported further by the fact that Matt’s father, who has no woman with whom to compete, feels a similar
level of shame for his own failure to remain financially independent. Before the start of the novel, he has given
“everything he owned to a stripper stage-named Charity,” who “lived with him for exactly ten days, just enough
time to clean out his bank accounts and ruin his credit, and to have her boyfriend drive up from Reno to load most of
Dad’s belongings . . . into a U-Haul and drive away” (19). Instead of admitting his mistake and seeking help, Matt
says, “Dad was so embarrassed he didn’t tell me or my sisters for months, during which time Charity and her
boyfriend lived high on Dad’s cratering credit; his power was shut off, his gas cut, phone disconnected, and I arrived
at his little fifteen-acre ranch to find him eating canned corn he cooked in his fireplace” (19-20). Thus, the novel is
much more about how men feel about their own failure to live up to an ideal of masculine domesticity than how
15
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Instead, the novel’s primary concern is with the loss of the ability of the home to provide
security, which has been disrupted by the financial crisis. Although the novel’s attention to the
loss of family cohesion in the wake of the economic downturn aligns it with political rhetoric
that forecasts problems within relationships, marriages, and families as a result of male
unemployment, what Matt longs for is not re-empowerment but rather the return of the comfort
his home used to provide. As Carroll argues, the novel focuses on the loss of “the family and the
home as sites of security, stability, and recuperation” for men (204). What concerns Matt most is
the loss of the feelings he used to associate with home: “I only want comfort. Peace. I don’t want
to have to work on my marriage; I just want to have it” (60). Matt equates this loss of comfort
within the marriage to their financial situation and thus to the crisis by describing his relationship
as “broke” rather than “broken” (60), which Hoberek cites as evidence of “Walter’s participation
in a certain longstanding fictional tendency to view economic problems in non-economic terms”
(51). Beyond simply illustrating the domestication of the crisis, however, this equation of the
Priors’ economic and marital problems reiterates the former as the cause of the latter, illustrating
how economic realities intrude upon and disrupt the home.
Thus, despite the novel’s consideration of gender, the novel’s treatment of the financial
crisis as a threat to family cohesion rests upon the vulnerability of the home to external forces
due to the interconnectivity of the home and the world.16 Although there is some attention to the
threat posed by the internet,17 the novel explores the problem of interconnectivity most centrally

gender norms are being challenged or violated by working women.
Becker draws a connection between the heterosexual nuclear family ideal, so rooted in prescribed gender roles,
and the neoliberal ideology promoting private and self-sustaining families that emphasizes the relevance of a gender
to the novel’s problematization of interconnectivity.
16

17

Information technology enables Lisa’s infidelity. As Carroll describes, “modern communication technologies” are
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in how the supposedly autonomous family home is tied to the financial system, including how
the ideology of homeownership promotes an illusion of the house as, Richard Ronald writes, a
source of “freedom, autonomy and individuality” (57),18 even as it also promotes economic
entanglements that preclude that autonomy. In contemporary consumer society the home
becomes a site of “differentiation” and the “communication of identities” (69). This is why Matt
and Lisa are so attached to their house; they cannot resist buying it because it is a reflection of
their desired identity, is “the very sort of big drafty place [they] always saw each other in when
[they] imagined [their] married adult lives” (97). Moreover, Ronald writes, “family life and
security, privacy and permanence, independence and status have been bound together with
economic qualities of housing as an investment and asset” (51), magnifying the interconnectivity

depicted as having the potential to “threaten to destabilize the bourgeois family” (209). Information technology
enables the compression of distance on which globalization depends and, the novel suggests, allows family members
to be too often and too easily connected to the outside world, interrupting relationships within the home. Matt states,
“I’d convinced myself, at least until last night, that Lisa’s new online hobby, social networking, was a healthier
compulsion than” her previous online shopping binge (25), but he decides otherwise when he learns that it is
facilitating her dalliance with Chuck (35). He is discomfited by the compulsive and solitary nature of her technology
use (she spends two hours a night in front the computer managing her various social media accounts) and the
knowledge that it is a reflection of her dissatisfaction with the current state of their life together (25-26). Her
relationship with technology undermines the intimacy between them. He notes that she has failed to say goodbye
before leaving in the morning; instead, “[s]he’s already on her phone. She’s always on her phone now, or the
computer. It’s her new life” (22). Matt warns the readers against overreliance on technology, stating, “Don’t fall for
the online lie—that everything we need is available at the click of a keystroke.” That he ends a list of the various
services and diversion to be found online by wondering about “the thing [his] wife has been seeking online”
reiterates the nature of the threat posed by believing “the online lie”: the disruption of normal familial relations (7).
Moreover, the internet plays a part in maintaining the economic ties between the home and the world: the family’s
financial difficulties are worsened by Lisa’s “brief, eBay shopping spree” (25), an involvement with an informal
industry of private sales enabled by information technology.
This notion is not exclusive to the first world. It can also be seen in postcolonial contexts like V.S. Naipaul’s
Trinidad in A House for Mr. Biswas, which uses the title character’s quest for his own house to illustrate, William L.
Watson writes, how “the drive of the individual in the third world toward an autonomous metropolitan personality is
inevitably frustrated by social, political or economic conditions” (64). The continual frustration of his attempts at
homeownership, and the imperfect place in which he ends up (and the debt he accumulates in the process), highlight
the risks of the homeownership ideology in ways that run parallel to Poets. They also emphasize how differences in
material conditions enable different rates of homeownership, however, reiterating the fact of first-world privilege.
18
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already inherent in the market participation and wage dependency homeownership creates.19 The
house, Matt explains, “has been the full measure and symbol of [their] wealth and security,” not
a “place of shelter and occupancy and family” but rather a “mechanism of wealth generation”
(97). It is on these grounds that Carroll argues that the novel explores the “terrain of postcollapse middle-class life, in which the presumed benefits of membership in the middle classes,
such as easy access to consumer credit and the ability to leverage home equity, have been
transformed into its biggest burdens” (206), turning the home from a source of security to a
“source of financial anxiety” (207).20
This transformation of privilege into an actual rather than imagined problem suggests the
possibility of contextualization of the housing crisis within a larger body of problems provoked
by neoliberal capitalism and even the potential for solidarity between the American middle and
working classes and the other victims of the financial crisis. There is, of course, a real danger in
conflating the consequences of US domestic economic policy with the consequences of
globalization, as there is a large and fundamental difference between our autonomous and
democratic implementation of harmful policies and the leveraging of US political, financial, and
military power to impose those policies elsewhere.21 Nonetheless, the Priors and other middle

In the traditional Marxist paradigm that dominated sociological investigations of homeownership in the 1970s and
80s, Ronald writes, “[t]he theoretical assumption has been that home ownership stimulates market practices,
reinforces household dependency on wage labor and private property relations, and promotes political conservatism”
(8-9).
19

Such domestication of financial risk—personal investing, taking loans against the value of the house in order to
remodel and increase its value—is one of the trends of contemporary economics. See Jacob S. Hacker, The Great
Risk Shift: The New Economic Insecurity and the Decline of the American Dream. New York: Oxford UP, 2008, as
well as the Social Science Research Council’s The Privatization of Risk, available at
http://privatizationofrisk.ssrc.org/
20

Although Ismael Hossein-Zadeh of the Centre for Research on Globalization argues that the 2016 election has
revealed “[w]idespread [p]opular [d]iscontent with [n]eoliberalism,” it is also true that neoliberal economic policies
have been openly pursued by both parties for decades, with support from voters. See, for instance, Michael
21
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class families who lost their homes are victims of the financial crisis (and thus of
neoliberalism).22 However, the novel steers away from direct attention to the economic practices,
both domestic and global, involved in the crisis, instead looking at how the neoliberal conception
of the house as a financial asset makes the family vulnerable by tying the home to the economy.
Rather than fostering a relational view of the world in the manner Jacobson argues is the function
of neodomestic fiction, the novel moves toward the Priors’ increased autonomy through the
severing of the connection between house and home.
Much like The Good Life’s emphasis on parental responsibility, Poets’s conclusion
involves the reinstatement of the private family, thus illustrating that the domestic retreat refers
not simply to these novels’ choice in subject matter but to how they resolve the narratives’
problems. As Hoberek notes, the novel ends “with a literary version of . . . privatization” through
“the implication that [the Priors’] best response is to retreat to a chastened reconstitution of the
family” (52-53). This is evident first and foremost in the reinforcement of the importance of
family. Matt and Lisa are both forced to reprioritize, divorcing the family’s needs from the
house, which they lose to the bank, and their possessions, most of which they sell in a garage
sale (278). Matt accepts a job that he had earlier decided did not pay enough to be worth taking
(280). Despite Lisa’s need for space, which leads to her living with her friend instead of moving
Meeropol’s Surrender: How the Clinton Administration Completed the Reagan Revolution. Consider as well the rise
in Libertarian party identification, including 32% of “adults aged 18 to 29,” according to a 2015 Reuters poll (Welch
n. pag.). This, too, demonstrates the continued popularity of neoliberal policies in the US.
Karen McCormack writes, for instance, that one problem was that “[d]eregulation in the financial sector led to
larger, ‘too big to fail’ banks which were difficult to control” (262). Moreover, the financial crisis was a product of
the interconnectivity the novel fears. James Crotty observes that globalization “created channels of contagion in
which a crisis that originated in one product in one location…quickly spread to other products…and throughout the
world” (574), and Fernando Ferrari-Filho argues that the financial crisis is “above all else a crisis of financial
globalisation” (212), writing, “the globalisation process has limited action by macroeconomic policies and nationstates to stimulate effective demand and consequently increase the level of employment” (227).
22
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into the apartment with Matt (278), she is still actively involved in the family’s day-to-day life,
staying with the boys after school, eating dinner with them and Matt once a week (279), even
bringing Matt’s father home from his nursing home for a visit and cooking him dinner (282).
This continued involvement leads, unsurprisingly, to a possibility of reconciliation; sharing a
drink on the apartment’s balcony leads to spending the night leads to making love (284-85), and
as she tells Matt, she is “really . . . trying” to accept their losses and move on (286). They end the
novel with Matt still trying to win her back, but in their separation their relationship is in better
shape than it was before. They share things now—not only the ice cream cone they eat in the
novel’s final scene (290), but the information they had been keeping from each other throughout
the novel. Lisa offers to tell Matt anything he wants to know about her affair with Chuck (287),
while Matt acknowledges his weed dealer when he and Lisa run into him in the mall (289). Their
sons also benefit from the changes in their domestic lives. Their need for private schooling is
solved when they end up in a better public school district, where they are happy to be able to
forego wearing uniforms (282-83). Sharing a room with his older brother helps the younger son’s
anxiety and sleep issues (280). They even get their long-desired Nintendo Wii after selling “their
old games and toys” in the garage sale (278).
The domestic retreat is also evident in the novel’s movement toward the disentanglement
of the family from the economy. The novel suggests that the Priors achieve the level of peace
they have at the end of the novel by downsizing, reiterating the anti-consumerist critiques of The
Good Life and Fight Club. The novel presents the Priors’ new economic circumstances in a
somewhat ambivalent tone: “I think we are supposed to somehow be better off now, out from
under those middle-class weights and obligations and debts,” he says. But, he adds, “we miss our
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things.” Nonetheless, they are “okay,” with the potential to not only “be happy again” but to
“come out of this happier” (290). The novel does not, then, exactly indulge in the anticonsumerist fantasy that stuff is an obstacle to happiness and having less of the former
automatically leads to having more of the latter. It does make it clear, though, that home and
family can survive the loss of a house. Furthermore, it suggests the necessity of moving beyond
the association of home with homeownership. Matt fantasizes about having the house back, but
he also knows that fixating on the house and their former standard of living as the source of their
happiness is “untenable” (286). Inspired by a child he sees on a bus who, after losing one of his
gloves and being told by his mother that he will not be getting a new pair, insists that it is “okay”
because “[he] ha[s] pockets” (281), Matt concludes the novel by asserting that although he and
Lisa miss their stuff, they too are “okay,” because they, too, “have pockets” (290). While this
does not acknowledge the fact that even having pockets is a reflection of material privilege, it
also clearly reiterates the need to divorce happiness and the health of the family from
possessions.
Despite the novel’s awareness of the Priors’ relative material privilege, implicit in their
need to downsize, the novel nonetheless does not engage at all with the fact of inequality. Matt
describes his life with no irony as being “set as far back as it will go” (5), but when his financial
manager tells Matt how much they will need to scale down so they are living within their means,
he describes a perfectly common lower-middle class lifestyle: “I’m talking public school down,
used-car, canned-food down, lower-middle class down. . . . 1977 generic-food buy-your-clothesat-K-mart down. I’m talking dump your car payment, have a garage sale, clip coupons,
Christmas shop at Goodwill” (30-31). The lack of any real threat of poverty reiterates that the

246
novel explores the financial crisis with much greater seriousness as a disruption of the family
than as an actual cause of economic hardship, even within the US. Moreover, there is no mention
of the effects of the crisis abroad.23 Despite the novel’s attention to the interconnectivity of
contemporary economics, it presents only first-world problems caused by that interconnectivity,
not the neocolonial practices to which those problems are related.
The novel also does not address the causes of the crisis with any specificity or clarity,
instead focusing on a narrow combination of personal accountability and the whims of a
mysterious and uncontrollable market. In doing so, it misrepresents the role of American
economic power in precipitating the crisis.24 The novel does not shy away from acknowledging
Matt and Lisa’s own culpability in their predicament. It makes this case through Matt’s selfdeprecating commentary on his and Lisa’s materialism and financial over-extension. Matt says,
“We constructed our trouble, for better or worse, richer poorer, built it out of mistakes and
arrogance” (155), illustrating McCormack’s observations that during the housing crisis, “many

These effects were admittedly not well understood in 2009, were at least being posited by economists like Wim
Naudé as being likely to increase poverty and as having “the potential to increase inequalities between countries, as
the developing world’s financial resources are diverted to the rich world’s financial systems” (8). Naudé identifies
three channels of impacts: “Banking failures and reductions in domestic lending”; “Reduction in export earnings”;
and “Reduction in financial flows to developing countries” (4-6). Together, these potential effects elucidate how
relationships of financial dependency fostered by neocolonialism would likely allow the crisis to magnify material
suffering elsewhere.
23

Stockhammer explains that “[t]he imbalances in international trade have also played an important role as a
precondition in the building up of the bubble in the USA. The corresponding capital flows have provided vast
amounts of capital in search of yield in US$ assets” (249). In other words, McCormack writes, “growing global
inequality led to increasing investment in western economies, creating a surplus of liquidity and obscuring the
riskiness of investments” (262). Photis Lysandrou adds that “the continued accumulation of private wealth came up
against not only the physical constraints on various non-financial assets but also the institutional constraints on the
global supply of financial assets” leading to increased “global demand for securities” (324-25). In short, the
accumulation of so much wealth within the first world fundamentally altered the operation of financial markets in a
way that encouraged high risk investments. Much as the crisis was also a product of domestic neoliberal practices
like deregulation, it is a consequence of the inequalities produced and maintained by neocolonialism. The novel,
however, has no room for this context.
24
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individuals internalized their experience and interpreted it as a personal failure, despite
simultaneously losing trust in the housing market” (263). She associates this emphasis on
individual accountability with both neoliberalism and the mystification of the economic system
(261-62). There is a danger, then, in the novel’s emphasis on first-world middle class entitlement
of reiterating the neoliberal logic of personal responsibility and decontextualizing the crisis from
the economic practices from which it arose. Moreover, the novel risks portraying individual
consumer choices as reflective of a cultural pathology. Matt suggests that feelings of shame over
our lifestyle, above and beyond the profligacy of the lifestyle itself, precipitated the collapse: we
are “slathering for payback for profligate spending, for reliance on debt, for unwise loans and the
morons we elected, for the CEOs we overpaid, the unfunded wars we waged” (155). This notion
of the crisis emerging from some subconscious process of self-sabotage because Americans are
so deeply ashamed of their wastefulness, besides blaming the problem on culture rather than
economic practices, continues to insist that the recession is purely an American problem, a “pile
of shit” into which we have gotten ourselves and no one else (155).
This pathology manifests not only in individual consumer behavior but the operation of
the market itself. Matt says, “while the economy is a machine of hugely complex systems, it’s
also organic, the whole reflection of the cells that make it up, a god made in our image” and just
as irrational (155). Thus, though Matt and Lisa are responsible for many of their financial
difficulties, they are also just as clearly the victims of the economy itself, an outside force that is
more well-defined here than the terror threat is in McInerney’s novel but which is portrayed as a
system that can be neither controlled nor understood. It is not simply that they were greedy or
that they made bad financial decisions. They are part of the market, not only tied to it through
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their leveraging of their home as an asset but actually constitutive of it. While this passage
emphasizes a vague sense of collective responsibility—it is our personal failings that make the
market so unreliable—the picture it offers for the operation of economic markets is of an
essentially agentless, chaotic force, furthering the mystification of the economy of which
McCormack writes not by ignoring the financial system in favor of private responsibility but by
casting that system as mysterious and unknowable, eliding any attention to specific practices by
promoting an image of an uncontrollable “god” to which we are helplessly and irrevocably wed.
Not only does the novel not provide a larger context for the crisis, but it actively
obfuscates that context by treating economics as a mystified invisible hand rather than a set of
specific policies and practices. There are agents in the housing crisis, but their great crime is not
malfeasance but simple hubris. One of the poems in the novel, “On the Spiritual Crises of
Financial Experts,” makes this explicit. First it quotes a financial expert describing his loss of
faith in the system, which turns out to be inherently broken: “the ultimate cause of this global
crisis / in our financial system / is our financial system,” it states. The novel disavows the role of
specific practices like “inventing questionable / derivative side bets against . . . bad loans” in
precipitating the crisis (134). Instead, the crisis can only mean that “there’s surely a flaw / in
nothing less than humanity itself” (135), offering an explanation that naturalizes the market and
its flaws, puts them beyond the reach of any attempts to fix them. And the poetic voice
condemns such experts not for trying to make all of humanity equally accountable for the crisis,
nor even for focusing on his own disillusionment instead of the actual suffering the crisis has
caused. Instead, their crime is the pretense of understanding what cannot be understood (134-35).
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Finally, Hoberek argues that “the biggest problem with Walter’s equation of the
economic and the familial” is “not that he uses the family to explore the stresses of the economic,
but that he can imagine the family as the only telos in a world in which such stresses exist,”
contributing to the novel’s participation in “capitalist realism,” or the depiction of a world in
which there is no “alternative to the market” (52). This is not only a further mystification of
economics, offering a totalized and naturalized picture of the practices and policies of
contemporary capitalism as just the way things are, but it also reiterates neoliberal ideology by
positioning the private nuclear family as the only correct site for responsible action. Beyond the
concern Becker voices about how the romanticization of the family serves to justify the
dismantling of the welfare state, Hoberek points out that “[a]s the loss of all forms of social
commitment other than the family intensifies, it becomes even more difficult to criticize the
family as itself a site of capitalist discipline” (56), making it harder to recognize the relationships
of privilege and complicity that Jacobson claims neodomestic fiction makes visible. Although
Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible, with its attention to (neo)colonialism in the Congo, makes a
much more concerted effort to explore the ties between American families and the imperialist
practices from which their privilege emerges, its focus on the effects of that relationship of
interdependence on and within first-world domestic space means that it, too, obscures the context
it attempts to reveal.
Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible: Neodomestic Fiction
Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible is about and told through the perspectives of the wife
and daughters of an abusive and tyrannical Baptist missionary named Nathan Price: the mother,
Orleanna; fifteen-year-old Rachel, fourteen-year-old Leah and her twin Adah, and five-year-old
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Ruth May. The Price family travels to a village named Kilanga in the Belgian Congo25 and stay
through the period immediately after independence. As missionaries, they represent
colonialism’s justifying premise. As Americans, their presence in the Congo during a period of
covert US intervention, including the assassination of democratically elected leader Patrice
Lumumba in 1961,26 forces them to register their complicity in neocolonialism, as well.27 In the
Congo, the family suffers from hunger, disease, and heated conflict with the local culture. When
the escalation of the conflict leads to Ruth May dying from a bite from a venomous snake
planted in their chicken coop by the village’s religious leader, Orleanna leaves Nathan, hoping to
return to America. Leah, however, sick and in love with a man from their village, stays in Africa,
as does Rachel, who elopes with an American pilot, and only Adah returns with Orleanna to
Georgia. From there, the novel depicts the three decades of the Congo’s rule by dictator Mobutu,
telling the story of how each woman has been marked by her involvement in imperialism in
Africa: Orleanna’s guilt over Ruth May, Adah’s career as a medical researcher specializing in

As Pádraig Carmody summarizes, the Congo was gifted to the Belgian king by the Congress of Berlin (1884-85)
in the “scramble for Africa,” an outgrowth of late 19th century rivalries between European imperial powers. The
Congress “established rules for the colonial division of Africa based on the principle of ‘effective occupation’” (23).
25

The novel gives an accurate account of the assassination in Orleanna’s narration, from Eisenhower and the
National Security Council’s initial discussions about how Lumumba was “a danger to the safety of the world”
through the CIA’s decision to send a scientist to poison him, the planning and funding of the coup that installed
Mobutu as the country’s new leader, Lumumba’s arrest, his escape, his recapture, and his violent death (319-22).
Georges Nzongola-Ntalaja describes how the Cold War precipitated the assassination of Prime Minister Lumumba,
writing, “it was inevitable that the US and its Western allies would not be prepared to let Africans have effective
control over strategic raw materials, on the pretext that these might fall in the hands of their enemies in the Soviet
camp. It is in this regard that Lumumba’s determination to achieve genuine independence and to have full control
over Congo’s resources in order to utilize them to improve the living conditions of its people was perceived as a
threat to Western interests” (118). These concerns were intensified by the Soviet Union’s “assistance” to Lumumba
and other “African liberation movements” (107), which the novel also acknowledges (233).
26

Because the novel conflates these two different imperial practices, using metaphors of colonial occupation to draw
parallels between the Price women and the Congo while also describing US neocolonialist actions and their effects, I
will use the term (neo)colonial to represent the history of exploitation to which the Price family is tied.
27
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African diseases, Rachel’s success as an entrepreneur in Africa, and, most of all, Leah and her
husband Anatole’s involvement with oppositional politics in the Congo. The novel ends with a
chapter told from the perspective of Ruth May, forgiving her mother and sisters for her death and
for their unwitting crimes against Africa, while the Congo, as well, presumably finds a degree of
closure in the death of Mobutu.
The Poisonwood Bible pays direct attention to US neocolonialism, explicitly examining
the political and economic relationship between the Congo and the US and the consequences of
that relationship for the Congolese.28 Moreover, as Jacobson argues, the novel exposes how
American domesticity is tied to imperialism, thus extending the novel’s critique of (neo)colonial

28

Critics debate, in fact, whether the novel (or any novel written by an American) can fairly be categorized as
postcolonial. The arguments against reading the novel as postcolonial literature largely focus on the novel’s use and
depiction of Africa. Héliose Meire calls the novel a “romanticized vision of Africa and its inhabitants” (76). Stephen
D. Fox points to one specific example of such romanticization in the novel’s depiction of the Congolese people’s
accepting attitude toward disability, asking, “Is Kingsolver, in effect, establishing a Western humanistic ideal as a
universal norm and then, after deriding its absence in the West, projecting it imperialistically onto African peoples?”
(412). Brad Born claims that “Kingsolver too has colonized Africa, appropriated it for her own interests…. [I]nstead
of Africa in the hands of bad American man, we have Africa in the heart of good American woman. And Africa is
still being had” (qtd. by Meillon 198). Finally, William F. Purcell notes “tendencies on the part of the author to
essentialize Africa, to perpetuate stereotypical and derogatory images and conceptions of the continent and its
peoples” (33-34). He cites the novel’s conflation of different places and traditions in Africa with the Congo; the
repeated use of Africa as synonymous with the specific setting of the novel; the depiction of the land as hostile to
human inhabitants, and the use of African characters as background or local color (43). Ultimately, he compares the
novel to Heart of Darkness (also, coincidentally, about the Belgian Congo) and other colonialist novels, as “Africa
and its peoples become in Kingsolver’s text little more than an exotic backdrop against which very Western
characters descend into the depths of their own cultural darkness and come face to face with the sickness of their
culture” (55), an attitude demonstrated most prominently in the novel when Rachel declares, “You can’t sashay into
the jungle aiming to change it all over to the Christian style, without expecting the jungle to change you right back”
(515). The comparison with Heart of Darkness reiterates the theme of threatening interconnectivity even within
works that acknowledge relationships of exploitation, as the relationship becomes a problem not for those victimized
as a result but for the perpetrators who have been corrupted by it. In contrast, Feroza Jussawalla argues that “because
of the empathetic and sympathetic connection to the land and its people, we can look at this work metaphorically as
‘postcolonial’” (9), and that Leah is a “trope for the suffering of Africa” (8-9). In other words, the novel is
postcolonial because, not in spite, of the focus on Leah and her growth into African-ness, rather than on the African
perspective in isolation. Meillon also argues that the novel’s “hybridized and multicultural vision” makes it
postcolonial (209), affirming Jussawalla’s point that the focus on Leah’s adoption of the Congo as home makes the
novel more, not less, postcolonial. From a different perspective, however, Leah’s African-ness is an instance of
cultural appropriation, making Jussawalla’s and Meillon’s arguments suspect.
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practices by revealing their operation within supposedly separate areas of American culture. She
writes that “[t]he Price home emphasizes domesticity’s ‘expansionist logic’ by destabilizing
conventional dichotomies between the domestic and the foreign” and the novel’s “setting . . .
unmoors domestic fiction’s celebration of stable domesticity, exposing its imperial drive and
intimate connections with the foreign” (108). In this sense, the novel provides the exact kind of
contextualization of American experience that first-world-problems discourse elides,
acknowledging the fact of interconnectivity between the home and the world in a way that offers
that relationship considerably more definition than in the previous two novels.
However, other critics observe the novel’s focus and focalization on the Price family (and
resulting lack of engagement with the perspectives of its African characters) and its use of
colonial occupation as a metaphor for patriarchal gender norms, which emphasizes the status of
the Price women as victims of imperialism; as William Purcell argues, the novel traces “the
consequences for them of patriarchy and American hegemony” (43). Additionally, even as the
novel acknowledges the privilege of the American family and how that privilege is tied to
imperialism, the nature and extent of the Price women’s complicity is vague and sometimes
contradictory. This vagueness is tied to the fact that, despite direct attention to the suffering of
people in the Congo, the novel focuses on the guilt the Price women feel rather than the actions
for which they feel guilty. The problem of guilt is, according to Kingsolver, the novel’s central
concern; in an interview with HarperCollins, she claims that the novel “is asking, basically,
‘What did we [the US] do to Africa, and how do we feel about it?’” (n. pag.). If the novel is
about how Americans live with their guilt over the nation’s interventions in the Congo, it is
essentially co-opting neocolonialism as a crisis suffered by Americans. In that sense, the novel
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casts interconnectivity as a problem for the family, here manifested in how the recognition of
neocolonial practices hurts the Price women. Thus, even a novel that gives as much direct
attention to American neocolonialism as The Poisonwood Bible can, through its representation of
the first-world problem of interconnectivity between the home and the world, actually disguise
contemporary neocolonial practices.
The novel does address both the relative privilege of the US and their involvement with
Congo’s economy. Adah wonders, upon her return to America, “Why must some of us deliberate
between brands of toothpaste, while others deliberate between damp dirt and bone dust to quiet
the fire of an empty stomach lining?” (441).29 Rachel even connects American privilege to the
exploitation of the Congo’s natural resources and labor: “Gee, does Marilyn Monroe even know
where [diamonds] come from? Just picturing her in her satin gown and a Congolese diamond
digger in the same universe gave me the weebie jeebies” (126). Even more attention to
neocolonialism comes from Leah, who explains, for instance, how Export Bank loans for a
doomed power grid project have “assured a permanent debt that we’ll repay in cobalt and
diamonds from now till the end of time” (458). This is in addition to the most obvious instance
of US intervention in the novel, which is its dramatization of the role of the US in the
assassination of Lumumba (298). In short, then, the novel engages with and critiques the political
and material realities of neocolonialism.
The focus on the Price family makes the story of (neo)colonialism in the Congo a story
about America. Critics have also pointed out that the novel’s real concerns are not about the

Leah reflects, “No wonder the neighbor women frowned in our doorway when we pulled out the linings of our
pockets as evidence of our poverty. Not another soul in town even had pockets” (455). Coincidentally, this passage
ironically echoes Matt’s reassurances at the end of Poets that his family will be okay because they have pockets.
29
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postcolonial setting in which it largely takes place but rather the experiences of the American
women who narrate the story.30 This is perhaps the more legitimate choice for an American
writer and a worthwhile contribution to any conversation about relationships of exploitation, but
as Orleanna tells it, the entire history of colonialism in the Congo is a build-up to the Prices’
personal tragedy; she wonders if Ruth May would have died “[i]f the Baptists hadn’t taken upon
themselves the religious conversion of the Congolese” and asks, “What if the Americans, and the
Belgians before them, hadn’t tasted blood and money in Africa? If the world of white men had
never touched the Congo at all?” (323).
Moreover, the novel filters attention to neocolonialism through Leah’s experiences.
Orleanna’s involvement in African relief work directly aims to help Leah, including sending
telegrams to get Anatole out of prison and raising money for a bribe to ensure that he will have
enough to eat (473), raising money to fly Leah and her children to America to visit (463), and
helping Leah to obtain the Land Rover than enables her and Anatole to set up their food co-op
(475). Helping her daughter is both synonymous with and more important than helping the rest
of Africa’s people. And the novel literally represents Leah’s family’s journey to find some
stability and security in Mobutu’s Congo as a search for a “place [Leah] can claim as home”

Meire and Kimberly E. Koza both see the novel’s political critique as being much more about America’s crimes
than the Congolese people’s suffering. Meire calls it “a critique of the west rather than a voice for the Congolese”
(80), and Koza writes that “Kingsolver’s purpose is to tell an American story” (285), and that her “goal . . . is not to
represent Africa, but to revise America’s representation of itself” (288). Antje M. Rauwerda, meanwhile, describes
the novel as “third culture literature,” which “reflects the profound disconnection” being what is good and what is
“terrible” about living outside one’s homeland as a child (158). He argues that experiences of dislocation, loss, and
disenfranchisement “overshadow…by far the privileges the characters enjoy,” and that “tragic losses in Kingsolver’s
novel…are not…punishments for colonialist intrusions” but “express the deep feelings of loss that arise from a third
culture experience” (164). In short, he maintains that the novel is more about the family than the Congo because it is
not a novel about colonialism at all, but about the experience of missionary children living in impoverished foreign
countries. This reading problematizes the experiences of people participating in the imperial enterprise in a way that
echoes colonialist literature like Heart of Darkness, while also highlighting the threat of interconnectivity—these
third culture children have too much access to the world.
30
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(506), filtering the political chaos of the Congo and Anatole’s own feelings of displacement
through Leah’s desire for domestic stability. Moreover, despite her proclaimed allegiance with
the Congo, Leah is still so affected by her own family’s tragedy that it creates distance between
her and Anatole: “I hold on to Ruth May while he and the rest of Congo secretly hold a national
day of mourning for lost Independence” (430). Even for Leah, whose arc depicts the suffering of
the Congo under neocolonialism, the central problems of the novel are about her family.
That the immediate needs of the family preclude recognition of the imperial enterprise in
which they are embedded is one of the novel’s major thematic concerns. Orleanna repeatedly
draws contrasts between her relatively trivial domestic concerns and the ongoing political
upheavals in the Congo: “On the same August day” that “President Eisenhower was . . . sending
his orders to take over the Congo,” she says, “the pain in my household seemed plenty large
enough to fill the whole world” (319). However, the tone with which she observes these
contrasts varies. At some points, she is critical of her own narrow priorities, as when she
implicates herself as being in league with the “sinners and bloody men” while condemning her
inability to think beyond “what [they] should have brought from Georgia” (98). At other times,
however, she seems to justify her narrow field of vision. “It was beyond me to weigh such
matters,” she says, “when my doorstep harbored snakes that could knock a child dead by spitting
in her eyes” (95). This passage suggests that Orleanna’s insular domestic vision does not emerge
from her privilege as a white American woman but from the vital concerns of a mother trying to
protect her children.31

In fact, despite her self-awareness in her narration about her passive complicity in US wrongdoing, she also uses
devotion to family as an explicit point of contrast between herself and both Nathan and the Belgian colonial
government. The American characters are very critical of Belgium’s cruelty toward the Congolese, and Orleanna is
furious with not the paternalistic implications of Belgium taking a “fatherly hand” with the Congo but with how they
31
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Jacobson’s reading emphasizes the novel’s acknowledgment of how the conventional
white, middle-class home is supported by imperialism, citing Kaplan’s “Manifest Domesticity.”
However, the novel’s recognition of domesticity’s connection to imperialism, which never
becomes much clearer than Orleanna’s claim that “[s]ome of us know how we came by our
fortune, and some of us don’t, but we wear it all the same” (9), does not constitute any kind of
alternative to that system that can counter the novel’s insistence on the validity (or at least
inevitability) of a mother’s narrow vision. Where the suggestion of that alternative lies, for
Jacobson, is in the novel’s treatment of possessions as the marker of home under conventional
domesticity; Orleanna brings them to Kilanga to try and recreate their home on foreign ground
and then, later, leaves them behind for the sake of saving her daughters and reconstituting the
family away from Nathan. As Jacobson puts it in Neodomestic American Fiction, “Orleanna
initially hoards her domestic property; after her daughter’s death, she gives it all away. She, too,
eventually rejects the premise of domestic property and ownership” (21). This, she says, opens
the possibility for a new form of domesticity, unmoored from the physical home and the things
inside of it as well as from the established norms of domestic behavior. Moreover, Orleanna gets
free of the burden of her household goods (and the conventional domesticity they represent) in
part by recognizing the problems of others and how her privilege enables her to help them. This
have failed to live up to that standard: “‘A fatherly hand, is that what you call it! . . . Using these people like slaves
in your rubber plantations and your mines and I don’t know what all? . . . Your King Baudouin is living off the fat of
this land, is what he’s doing. . . . Is that how a father rules?” (165). Likewise, Orleanna’s primary complaints against
Nathan are less about his domination of the household than his failure to protect his children. She tells him that “her
first job was to take care of her own and if he was any kind of father he would do the same” (272), and even Leah
wonders, “If it’s all up to him to decide our fate, shouldn’t protection be part of the bargain?” (243). In Orleanna’s
reflections, she laments that “[t]heir individual laughter he couldn’t recognize, nor their anguish. He never saw how
Adah chose her own exile; how Rachel was dying for the normal life of slumber parties and record albums she was
missing. And poor Leah. Leah followed him like an underpaid waitress hoping for the tip” (98). This passage in
particular, and the seriousness with which she treats Rachel’s shallow sense of deprivation, suggests perhaps that
Orleanna, in leaving Nathan, is reasserting rather than challenging the insular nature of domesticity.
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suggests, as Jacobson argues, the revision of domesticity to not only acknowledge its roots in
privilege and imperialism but to forge new roots in relationships of solidarity.
The invocation of solidarity does not simply coexist with the novel’s attention to white
privilege, however, but ultimately overwhelms it. Although Orleanna talks of “walk[ing] across
Africa with [her] wrists unshackled,” and being “one more soul walking free in a white skin,
wearing some thread of the stolen goods: cotton or diamonds, freedom at the very least,
prosperity” (9), the novel is not invested in a connection between imperialism and domesticity
but rather one between imperialism and patriarchy.32 While Orleanna has learned that “whatever
your burdens, to hold yourself apart from the lot of more powerful men is an illusion” (323), she
also seemingly exonerates women for the crimes of (neo)colonialism in light of their
confinement to a narrow domestic space. “I was his instrument, his animal. Nothing more,” she
says of Nathan. There are two implications here. The first is that it is men who are responsible
for (neo)colonialism. It is “men in locked rooms” who “bargained for the Congo’s treasure” (8).
Imperialism is their domain and wives and mothers are simply dragged along: “I had washed up
there on the riptide of my husband’s confidence and the undertow of my children’s needs” (8).
The other is that women are not only oppressed themselves but are victims of the same forces of
conquest and colonialism as those nations we exploit. “I trusted too long in false reassurances,”
she says, that “when men speak of the national interest, that it’s also ours. In the end, my lot was
cast with the Congo” (201). Such an association of the Price women with the Congo foregrounds

This is, it should be noted, not Kingsolver’s intent. She argues that her novel was never meant as a commentary on
gender relations in the first place and that Nathan’s tyranny was only a metaphor for the way the American public is
swept along with the actions of men in power (n. pag.). This seems disingenuous, however, given the use of
colonialism as a metaphor for Nathan and Orleanna’s marriage.
32
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their experience of patriarchal oppression over their complicity with imperialism. They are
victims much more than they are guilty in their own right.
The novel furthers the sense of solidarity between white American women and the people
of the Congo by repeatedly drawing parallels between colonial occupation and Orleanna’s and
her daughters’ relationships to Nathan. Halla Shureteh and Raja Al-Khalili observe that “[t]he
interrelated stories exhibit various similarities in the perceptions, patterns and impacts of the
different forms of domination on different social groups or peoples,” and that Orleanna “is . . .
representative of other marginalized captives downtrodden at the hands of colonialists at multiple
intertwined levels” (40). Susan Strehle makes a similar argument about the other Price women:
“Nathan’s daughters represent both women and citizens who are produced in support of a
patriarchal American exceptionalism” (422). Meillon concludes, “Albeit white American
females, Kingsolver’s five homodiegetic narrators are presented as victims of the colonial
enterprise” (198).33 But while Shureteh and Al-Khalili read these parallels as the novel using the
experiences of American women to elucidate the experience of colonialism, the experiences of

33

One very obvious parallel between the relationship of the Congo to Belgium and the relationship of the Price girls
to their father concerns the issue of access to education. Although of course the girls have significantly more access
to educational opportunities than the people of Kilanga both at home and in Africa, where they have school books
with them, Nathan does not believe in allowing women to obtain a college education: “Sending a girl to college is
like pouring water in your shoes. . . . It’s hard to say which is worse, seeing it run out and waste the water, or seeing
it hold in and wreck the shoes” (56). This is also the condition of the people of the Congo. The doctor who mends
Ruth May’s broken arm tells Nathan that “there were only eight Congolese men in all this land who have been to
college. Not one single Congolese doctor or military officer, nothing, for the Belgians don’t allow them to get an
education” (122), and Leah even makes the parallel explicit, comparing their servant Nelson’s opportunities for
education to her own: “gifted doesn’t count for a hill of beans in the Congo, where even somebody as smart as
Nelson isn’t allowed to go to college, any more than us Price girls are.” The reason, she says, is that “the Belgians
are bent on protecting against independent thought on native ground” (143). So is Nathan. Of course, Nathan’s role
as a representative of and allegory for the colonial institution is complicated by his own uneasy relationship with
that institution: “Our Father is a renegade who came without the entire blessing of the Mission League” (69). The
significance of this detail is not clear, however, beyond revealing Nathan’s fanatical devotion to the civilizing
mission.
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(neo)colonized groups are instead appropriated to explain those of white American women. This
is a function of perspective, as the parallels are voiced by Orleanna in her attempt to tell her own
story. She describes herself as an “inferior force” with “no way to overrule the powers that
governed [their] lives” (191), as “[o]ccupied as if by a foreign power” (198), and as the victim of
“conquest” by “[h]is magnificent will” (198-99). She refers to herself in terms of nationhood,
claiming, “Nathan was in full possession of the country once known as Orleanna Wharton”
(200). She even describes instances of material inequality within her marriage: Nathan eating the
food she prepares for him while she watches, hungry, even eating dirt like the people of Africa
(199, 441). While this does not negate the novel’s acknowledgment of the Prices’ material
privilege, the association of Orleanna’s “occupation” by Nathan with the extreme poverty
suffered by the Congolese people certainly muddies the novel’s exploration of American
women’s culpability for the imperialism that secures their (however undesirable) domestic lives.
Orleanna is not only a victim of (neo)colonialism; she is the novel’s central victim, “swallowed”
by Nathan’s civilizing mission (198).
Moreover, the Price women represent themselves as victims not of the West’s
wrongdoing in Africa but of Africa itself. Orleanna says, “the fallen Congo came to haunt even
our little family” (323), while Rachel refers to the Congo as something that “happened” to them.
Purcell, as well, notes the novel’s presentation of Africa as threatening to the Price women, “a
wild, dangerous, and hostile environment in which the human inhabitants are locked in a
constant struggle to survive on the most basic level” (39).34 Orleanna even describes herself as

34

Purcell lists several instances of the novel’s emphasis on the dangers of Africa, writing, citing threats by
crocodiles, lions, army ants, snakes, and diseases (39). He concludes, “[i]t is a portrait of the African environment
not all unlike that of a Joseph Conrad or a Rider Haggard, rich in detailed information of a zoological nature, but one
in which potential tragedy and death for the human inhabitants lurks constantly on the fringes” (40).
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being infected by Africa: “I was afflicted with Africa like a bout of a rare disease, from which I
have not managed a full recovery” (9). The family has been changed by their overwhelmingly
negative experiences of cultural contact in Africa. Not only is this, as Purcell argues, a reiteration
of colonialist discourse on Africa, but it is also an example of first-world-problems discourse—
African (neo)colonialism is recast as a threat to white Americans, a problem for us rather than a
problem for the Congolese people.
Such a transference of the problems of African (neo)colonialism onto the first world is
just as evident in the novel’s discussions of the Price women’s culpability for imperialism as
when it directly portrays them as its victims. This occurs because the novel does not focus on
their culpability in itself but on the effect of the knowledge of that culpability on the Price
women. As Kingsolver states, the novel’s focus is on how Americans feel about what we did to
Africa. Orleanna makes a similar statement: “There’s only one question worth asking now: How
do we aim to live with it?” (9). Not only does this turn our culpability for the exploitation of
Africa into a problem for us, but the novel directly asserts that this is the only question worth
asking. How the people of Africa live with it, how they would like us to make reparations for it,
how we can end continued neocolonial exploitation—these questions do not matter. The novel
even suggests that the question has little to do with the specific circumstances of American
neocolonialism and our culpability but rather the universal condition of humanity: “All human
odes are essentially one: ‘My life: what I stole from history, and how I live with it” (492).
It is not entirely clear what the Price women are supposed to feel guilty about. There are
implications that their crimes are against Africa. Orleanna insists on the need to take
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responsibility, and tells her readers (and Ruth May) “the truth,” which is that even if she was
“only a captive witness,” she “trod on Africa without a thought” (9). Meanwhile, Leah names
among “the useless waste of [their] mistakes” “everyone already dead and not yet dead, known
or unknown to me, every Congolese child with no hope” (422). Their guilt is mostly reserved,
however, for the death of Ruth May. Orleanna wonders, “How could a mother live with herself
to blame?” (6). Leah blames herself for Ruth May’s death and dreams of being able to, she says,
“walk on a compassionate earth with Ruth May beside me, bearing me no grudge” (504). Of
course, Ruth May becomes something of a stand-in for Africa: “Are you still my own flesh and
blood, my last-born, or are you now the flesh of Africa?,” Orleanna asks (385). That is why,
when she tells Ruth May, “I want you to find me innocent,” she refers to her crimes against
Africa, whatever her actual complicity as “a conquest” herself, rather than the fact of her
daughter’s death (9). However, paired with the vagueness of their crimes and the indeterminate
extent of their complicity, the use of the death of Ruth May as the center-point of their guilt only
emphasizes the Prices’ domestic issues over the fact of their participation, however passive, in
neocolonialism, and Ruth May’s death over the suffering caused by the exploitation of the
Congo.35
The novel’s interest in guilt also shifts the emphasis away from the crimes against Africa
by framing the guilt itself as a problem. Leah, guilty over her whiteness, manages to recast her
privileged racial identity as a disadvantage: “I’ve damned many men to hell, President
Eisenhower, King Léopold, and my own father included. . . . for throwing me into a war in which
white skin comes down on the wrong side” (421). Her guilt over her whiteness intrudes upon her

35

Additionally, the use of a white girl as a symbol for Africa contributes to an erasure of others’ experiences.
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marriage; she says, “I need him to insist . . . that my white skin is not the standard of offense.
That I wasn’t part of every mistake that’s led us to right now, January 17, with all its sins and
griefs to bear” (437). “Sins” are, for her, as much a burden for people to bear as “griefs.” “[F]or
how many generations must we be forgiven by our children?” (502-503), she asks, putting the
focus on our need for forgiveness rather than the crimes with which our children must live. Adah
summarizes each family member’s struggle to live with their guilt: “Rachel . . . wears those pale
white eyes around her neck so she can look in every direction and ward off the attack,” while
“Leah . . . knitted herself something like a hair shirt” and Orleanna’s “fabrication . . . occupies so
much space in her house she must step carefully around it in the dark” (491). In every instance,
the guilt becomes an object they carry with them. Despite Jacobson’s reading of the redemptive
nature of the family giving away the burdens of their privileged domestic lives, their privilege,
recast as a problem in the form of guilt, still burdens them with (now metaphorical) objects that
they cannot so easily shed.
The characters’ journeys over the second half of the novel moves toward them letting go
of their guilt in the same way they let go of the burdens of traditional domesticity (and material
privilege).36 Leah says that while “[t]he sins of [her] fathers are not insignificant,” she will “keep

The novel indicts guilt as unproductive and potentially destructive through Nathan’s motives for his refusal to
leave Kilanga with independence approaching. Struck by survivor’s guilt when a minor injury saves him from the
Bataan Death March, he has vowed “to pay for those lives with the remainder of his” (413). When his family
suggests they leave the Congo, he insists, “‘God despises a coward who runs while others stand and suffer’” (238).
With his guilt directed into a well-intentioned but imperialistic mission of civilization, it becomes a destructive force
in itself, especially to his family. Moreover, the notion of guilt as destructive to others is reiterated when the novel
suggests that international guilt over inequality, manifested in aid for Africa, is doing more harm than good. Adah
even calls Africa a victim of “foreign goodwill” (528). The passage in which Adah makes this claim, though not
relevant to a discussion of first-world-problems discourse, is one of the most politically troubling moments in the
novel. The novel in general reiterates what Carmody points out is a tradition of blaming African underdevelopment
and poverty on the continent’s natural geography (17-18). Throughout the novel, the characters normalize central
African poverty as the inevitable consequence of the natural environment—their reliance on a staple crop, manioc,
that “has the nutritional value of a brown paper bag, with the added bonus of trace amounts of cyanide” (92); the
amount of labor required to survive, which Orleanna claims results in their bodies being damaged and worn out (53);
36
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moving on” (525). Ruth May, as well, tells her mother to “[s]lide the weight from [her] shoulders
and move forward” (543). The characters must put down the burden of their guilt much as they
put down the burden of their domestic goods. It is another problem born of privilege that they
must learn to overcome, ending with Ruth May’s forgiveness of her mother and the first signs
that Orleanna has begun to move on from her guilt; instead of finishing calculating, once again,
“how old [Ruth May] would be now,” her mind “wander[s] away down the street with the child”
who inspired the remembrance of her daughter (542). The final scene stands in contrast to the
finales of the other two novels in that it involves direct engagement with life outside the home,
set as it is in a busy central African market where the Price women cannot help but interact with
the sellers (542). Nonetheless, the conclusion reiterates the continued narrative centrality of the
family’s feelings about their experiences in Africa.
The novel also conflates guilt and trauma. This conflation in part emerges from the
juxtaposition of its exploration of the Price women’s complicity with its depiction of them as
victims of oppression. This duality of trauma and complicity is summed up in Orleanna’s
intertwined roles as abused wife and the mother of abused daughters whom she has failed to
protect. Everyone, the novel suggests, is both the victim and the perpetrator, as “[w]e are the
balance of our damage and our transgressions” (533); “[t]he sins of the fathers,” Ruth May tells

and the prevalence of disease because “Africa has parasites so particular and diverse as to occupy every niche of the
body” (76). Adah claims that saving African children from preventable diseases and malnutrition has allowed for
more population growth than Africa’s flawed geography can sustain. The answer is to allow African diseases to
cleanse Africa in the way nature intends: “Africa has a thousand ways of cleansing itself. Driver ants, Ebola virus,
acquired immune deficiency syndrome: all these are brooms devised by nature to sweep a small clearing very well”
(529). Moreover, she makes this recommendation not only for Africans’ sake but for our own. Modernization has
brought “air travel, roads, cities, prostitution, the congregation of people for efficient commerce” to Africa, and
“these are gifts of godspeed to the virus.” Thus, “[i]n the service of saving Africa’s babies and extracting its mineral
soul, the West has built a path to its own door and thrown it wide open for the plague” (529). Our humanitarian
efforts will do nothing to help Africa, and will meanwhile endanger us.
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her mother in the final chapter, “belong . . . even to the ones in iron bracelets” (543). What is
more, the novel takes this duality a step further by making the guilty the victims of their own
misdeeds. The novel often casts guilt as a trauma in its own right, an experience that marks us
permanently, as when Orleanna talks about being infected by Africa. “I crave to stop bearing all
the wounds of this place on my own narrow body” (474), Leah says, conflating her guilt over
African suffering with their suffering itself. Moreover, when Ruth May forgives Orleanna at the
end of the novel, she also tells her to forgive (542). Even if she only means that her mother
should forgive herself, being in a position to offer forgiveness means having been wronged. The
implication is that she is her own victim. With guilt already established as the central concern of
the novel, the treatment of it as a trauma we inflict upon ourselves eclipses the act of wrongdoing
itself and its consequences for others. What matters, to paraphrase Kingsolver, is how we feel
about what we have done to Africa. Whatever trauma we have inflicted on others pales in
comparison to that we have inflicted on ourselves.
Additionally, the focus on guilt for past crimes works in conjunction with the novel’s
direct treatment of Congolese history to suggest that US neocolonialism in the Congo has not
continued beyond the death of Mobutu. Diane Kunz argues that the novel is historically
simplistic and too eager to blame the US. While such a reading discounts the extent to which the
novel blames Mobutu personally for his role in robbing the people of the Congo of the nation’s
mineral wealth, the novel may indeed seem naïve to contemporary readers in its focus on
Mobutu as a person and not the institutions he built to support him. In fact, the novel
misrepresents him as a low level soldier recruited by a “Belgian newspaperman” to serve their
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interests (318).37 He becomes a symbol for the exploitation of the country rather than a historical
figure, and the novel represents his death as a sign of hope and the end of that period of
exploitation (540). Although the novel does not suggest that everything in the Congo will be fine
now that he is gone, and while it would be deeply unfair to suggest that Kingsolver’s inability to
predict the future is evidence of the novel’s obfuscation of the continuation of neocolonial
practices, the novel’s focus on Mobutu in isolation and the vagueness of its attention to US
economic intervention in the Congo disguise the obvious ways in which exploitation of the
Congo’s resources is likely to continue beyond the novel’s timeframe.38
The use of the deceased Ruth May as the voice of Africa and the metaphor of the dead as
the recorders of history contributes to the depiction of the exploitation of the Congo as
something that is over and done, as well. “You can curse the dead or pray for them, but don’t
expect them to do a thing for you,” Orleanna says. “They’re far too interested in watching us, to

Mobutu was, in fact, Chief of Staff of the armed forces under Lumumba (Renton at. al 116), and he did not
officially take power until 1965, four years after Lumumba’s assassination, instead serving under President
Kasavubu (116-17). The novel also does not concern itself with the political movements both supporting and
opposing him, such as the student group UGEC and the opposition party UDPS (118, 143), even though Anatole is
part of the resistance to Mobutu’s regime. Additionally, the novel misses the opportunity to dramatize one of the
major political protests to take place in the Congo, the 1992 march organized by the Catholic Church and attended
by over a million people (159), downplaying the organization and persistence of the opposition movement. In short,
the novel does not treat politics in the Congo after Lumumba’s death with much specificity, including as it concerns
US neocolonial practices. The novel does not ever mention, for instance, the IMF and World Bank’s tacit
endorsement of the informalization of the Congo’s mining industry and the rise of the smuggling practices that kept
the country’s GDP low despite its mineral wealth (134), or the structural adjustment programs imposed by the IMF,
which lowered wages, increased food prices, and devalued the zaire (137), and never mentions any of the specific
companies operating in the country.
37

The ousting of Mobutu was in fact a continuation of US intervention in the Congo’s government. “Influenced by
alliances with Uganda, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Rwanda,” Renton et al. write, “the US administration was prepared to
let Mobutu, its ally of thirty years, fall” (184). They provided support and training to the Rwandan forces that
overthrew Mobutu and installed Kabila and then waged war on the Congo (alongside Uganda) when Kabila tried to
cut ties with his former allies and with UN and IMF support they continued the theft of the Congo’s resources,
exporting them themselves (184-92). Moreover, as the primary market for Congo’s minerals, the US has had an
enormous effect on prices and thus the Congo’s economic security. For instance, in 2000, when US corporations
decided they had “sufficient supplies” of coltan, the price dropped from “between $10 and $20 per kilo” to “$3 per
kilo” (206). For more on the neocolonial exploitation of Africa, see Carmody’s The New Scramble for Africa.
38
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see what in heaven’s name we will do next” (324). On the one hand, this suggests a possible
continuation of harm beyond those deaths. On the other, it still places the focus on a past loss or
wrongdoing. In conjunction with the invocation of the sins of the father (495, 525), the hope of
time soon erasing whiteness (526), and the overall focus on guilt for past sins or crimes, the
focus on the dead suggests that the exploitation of the Congo is in the past. The novel’s interest
in the relational bonds between American domesticity and the foreign victims of neocolonialism
ensure that its foregrounding of the Price family does not in itself constitute the obfuscation of
neocolonial practices. However, the novel’s specific treatment of the relationship participates in
neocolonial discourse by emphasizing how people in the first world are hurt by the fact of their
complicity and by firmly locating that complicity in past rather than present actions.
Conclusion
The Poisonwood Bible, particularly in light of Jacobson’s reading, suggests the
possibility of a discourse of first-world problems that does, in fact, contextualize those problems
within relationships of neocolonial exploitation. While The Good Life and Poets both actively
disengage from the larger global crises to which their domestic stories are tied, Kingsolver’s
novel begins to expose that US domestic and national-domestic concerns exist in relationship to
US foreign policy and trade practices. However, all three novels treat the intensification and new
visibility of relations between the home and the world as problems within the family—the first
two as threats to the family’s stability that can only be addressed through reinvestment in the
private nuclear family ideal, and the last as a shared crisis of guilt that familial bonds help to
heal. Moreover, The Poisonwood Bible participates in decontextualization because its treatment
of the effects of neocolonialism both inside and outside the US obfuscates the continuation of
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those practices beyond the novel’s temporal setting and does not treat them with sufficient
specificity to compete with its affective investment in its American characters. The ability of this
form of decontextualization to coexist with direct acknowledgements of the fact of neocolonial
exploitation requires further consideration of the ambivalences and nuances of neocolonial
discourse.

CONCLUSION: AMBIVALENCE WITHIN AND SITES OF RESISTANCE TO
NEOCOLONIAL DISCOURSE
The Poisonwood Bible demonstrates more clearly than any other text in this project that
neocolonial discourse, despite the operation of American exceptionalism’s disavowal of US
imperialism, functions less through the absence of the rest of the world than through the
mystification of contemporary neocolonial practices. Attention to the globe and awareness of
interrelatedness is not the same as a cognitive map of global capitalism and even recognition of
past imperialist practices can serve to obfuscate their continuation. Neocolonial discourse is not
simply a matter of leaving things out, but one of active choices of perspective, priority, and
representation that construct a false view of the world. Even direct literary examinations of
contemporary economic practices can employ first-world-problems discourse to misrepresent the
exact conditions they explore.
For example, Peter Mountford’s A Young Man’s Guide to Late Capitalism (2011), which
is about a hedge fund employee operating in Bolivia around the time of Evo Morales’s 2006
election as president, acknowledges the reality of a history of neocolonial practices in Latin
America. It mentions in various moments American interference in Bolivian politics (Morales
calls the previous regime “a puppet of the United States government” [244]); America’s
disproportionate influence in the Bretton Woods institutions and how foreign aid is leveraged to
force compliance with US business interests (29); multinationals’ ownership of Bolivian natural
resources (67); the citizens’ protests of the IMF and the US-backed government (13, 20); and the
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horrors of Chile’s Pinochet regime, which the US supported and under which Gabriel’s
grandfather was murdered (25). Leerom Medovoi observes that the novel explores “the contours
of the global economic order” and concerns the “‘cognitive mapping’ of the world-system, and
most particularly of the forces that financial markets have come to exert upon our subjectivities”
(178), suggesting that the novel accomplishes exactly what Jameson prescribes.
The novel’s relationship to first-world-problems discourse is complex, moreover, because
of the obvious satire of Gabriel’s privilege and his perspective. Gabriel works for the “Calloway
Group,” a particularly aggressive and amoral hedge fund that is unique is having profited hugely
from 9/11 (43-44). Gabriel is infected with the same kind of greed. The American insistence on
material things puts pressure on Gabriel, and he finds that “he want[s] to be done with so much
wanting” (32). In contrast to The Good Life, however, the novel satirizes Gabriel’s perspective
on the experience of privilege. His mother brings him to South America to make a point about
American privilege, and he can only read it as a commentary on US materialism and “falseness”
and reflect that “he felt simply more alive down there, away from the strictures of the First
World” (78, 54). The novel offers an outsider’s perspective on this, that people who treat poverty
(or the appearance thereof) as a source of “rebellion” against materialism are “so far in the other
direction that [they’re] going backwards” (145). Moreover, Gabriel’s love of Latin America is
displaced as he becomes more concerned with the question of profit and more resistant to the
threat of “going native” (88). His interests are narrowed, as “[t]here [i]s information that c[an]
result in profit, and there [i]s information that c[a]n’t” and “[e]verything else [i]s just filler” (70).
He is constantly checking his E-Trade account (103), and takes a “gross turn” into a person who
“pined for genuine luxury” and finds even the most luxurious spaces in Bolivia shabby (114). In
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Bolivia, “the precariousness of everything astound[s] him” (137), makes him feel unsafe. Most
strikingly, he accepts the end of his relationship with a woman he loves because “[h]e could find
another woman he’d love, he assume[s]. He could not find another job like the one he’d been
hired to do” (253). His supposed allegiance with Latin America, really rooted in his own desire
to escape the pressure of first-world privilege, cannot survive and does not prevent his reduction
of Bolivia’s conditions to private concerns of profit and comfort. Indeed, it emerges from the
same issue of material desire.
Nonetheless, the novel presents the consequences of American greed as a problem
primarily for Gabriel and other elites. His colleague Oscar talks about burn-out in the industry,
because, he says, “When I am out there, I am nowhere” (65), making a problem of first-world
travel. The World Bank vice president quits, he tells a crowd at a party Morales throws in his
honor, not over politics but over personal issues; he “hated what had become of [his] life while
[he] worked there” (266). And Gabriel ends the novel fully aware that he is a “shitty person” and
suffering from poor health from “perpetual jet lag, unpredictable diet, the fact that he could never
get accustomed to a bed; also the wages of aging, chronic stress, watching too much hotel
television at night, and relentless loneliness” (271, 284).
Moreover, the novel, like The Poisonwood Bible, presents US imperialism as a thing of
the past. Medovoi describes the novel as a reflection of “the waning of a . . . system of U.S.
hegemony” (177), and the sense that US imperialism is at an end in Latin America is obvious
from the first page, as Gabriel listens to the street noise and observes, “It was pure dissonance,
but as he lay there he found that the anticipation of future harmony was palpable” (1). An
American official whom Gabriel interviews promises that Morales’s plans to re-appropriate “the
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gas reserves from Repsol and other companies” will be answered by “a pinch” from the global
economy (67, 119), but after rumors attribute the World Bank vice president’s resignation to a
protest over US threats to cut off Bolivian aid (63), the US is backed into a corner; the World
Bank cannot afford to be seen as bowing to US interests (115), and having to work multilaterally
and through the standard review process means that “the United States would not likely find any
backing” to punish them (119). While this represents an accurate picture of Bolivia’s successful
bucking of the Washington Consensus, and also reflects a post-crisis public perception of
ongoing revision of World Bank and IMF priorities and policies,1 this focus on Bolivia in
isolation (other than allusions to Chile) suggests a greater shift in global power than has yet
occurred. Even Gabriel’s plot to profit off the shifts in the Bolivian economy are not explicitly
imperial. The bet is against Santa Cruz Gas, a Brazilian company owned by a Canadian (104105), not against Bolivian currency or companies. The goal is winning a competition between
hedge funds, not the exploitation of Bolivian resources, financial or otherwise (177). Thus, “[t]he
only people hurt would be those who speculated against Santa Cruz gas or other companies
exposed to Bolivian natural gas” (206), most of whom are located in the first world. If the novel
is, indeed, a clearer cognitive map of late capitalism than what American literature generally
provides, it is nonetheless focused on how first-world citizens’ experiences of our positions
within that system are troubling and corrupting, while downplaying the consequences of hedge

Time’s Rana Foroohar reports that a group of IMF economists released a paper in late spring of 2016 that
acknowledges that “there was substantial evidence that free flows of global capital, and other neoliberal policies like
the push for indebted nations to cut deficits quickly, may be hindering economic development” (n. pag.). However,
“On June 2, the IMF’s chief economist Maury Obstfeld said the paper had been ‘widely misinterpreted’” and that
“the paper ‘does not signify a major change in the Fund’s approach.’” The article goes on to connect the IMF’s
acknowledgment of neoliberalism’s failures to a populist rejection of neoliberalism within the first world. That this
has not resulted in a change of policy but only in rhetoric may be more a reflection of the need to disavow
imperialism’s continuation than any real shifts in global power.
1
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fund activity in the neocolonized world,2 the survival of neoliberalism beyond its prematurelyannounced death in the wake of the global financial crisis,3 and continued US imperial practices.4
This reiterates that neocolonial discourse’s obfuscation of imperialism is not a function of
absence but of misrepresentation.
American literature is not, of course, a monolith, and the prevalence of a certain
discourse does not in any way negate the existence of a counterdiscourse. This project’s corpus is
narrow in terms of race, gender, and class, which reveals the congruence of internal and
international power dynamics in that neocolonial discourse frequently emerges from contexts of
material and social privilege within the US. Thus, future extensions of the concept of first-worldproblems discourse should consider how domestic colonial relationships effect representations of
globalization. Immigrant fictions, for example, have already been established as a site of
counterdiscourse by critics like Claudia-Sadowski Smith, whose Border Fictions explores, in
part, Mexican-American representations of US imperial practices along the US-Mexico border,
and Faye Caronan, whose Legitimizing Empire focuses on Puerto Rican and Filipino-American
treatments of imperial practices within those countries; she writes that Esmeralda Santiago’s
novel América’s Dream and Jessica Hagadorn’s Dogeaters “can be read as a critique of how the

While the speculation on Santa Cruz Gas stock featured in the novel does indeed have no clear imperialist function
despite Gabriel’s obvious indifference to the cause of development and democracy, so-called vulture funds have
been central to provoking continued debt crises in Latin America, including Puerto Rico, as The Nation’s Ed
Morales describes.
2

See Philip Mirowski’s Never Let a Serious Crisis Go to Waste: How Neoliberalism Survived the Financial
Meltdown.
3

4

The Trans Pacific Partnership, for instance, continues a trend of unfair trade policies that benefit the US at the
expense of the neocolonized world. Rick Rowdon of Foreign Policy names nine sites of unfairness in the agreement,
which mostly center around effects on domestic industries and democracy, and the central injustice of claiming an
equal playing field despite continuing inequalities.
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Philippines and Puerto Rico were economically exploited by U.S. colonialism and thus left
vulnerable to economic exploitation by global capitalism in various forms, including unequal
trade relations with the United States, World Bank structural adjustment programs, and foreign
tourism” (23).5 American postcolonial studies can examine American immigrant fictions that
directly address neocolonial practices throughout the period of globalization and engage as much
with how the US comes to the rest of the world as with the standard reductive narrative of
globalization in which the world comes to America.6
Future criticism could place these novels’ critiques of neocolonialism, like Kingsolver’s
and Mountford’s, in the context of the dominant first-world-problems discourse, highlight any
contradictions and ambivalences, and examine the role of race, ethnicity, and nationality, among
other variables, in the internalization of the false narrative of America’s geopolitical
relationships. Caronan writes of América’s Dream, a novel told from the perspective of a Puerto
Rican woman who moves to the US to flee an abusive partner, that “[e]ven though U.S.
imperialism creates the conditions that necessitate Puerto Rican migration, read simply, the
positioning of the United States as safe haven for a battered América reinforced constructions of
U.S. benevolence, gender equality, and oppressive third world patriarchies” (59). This is a form
of neocolonial discourse that muddies the novel’s depiction of US interventions in Puerto Rico,
but the novel’s perspective ensures that it does not exhibit first-world-problems discourse
specifically. American postcolonial studies can begin to uncover these other threads of

Judie Newman’s Fictions of America: Narratives of Global Empire also positions several novels from a diverse
group of writers as subversive to neocolonial ideology.
5

This includes a range of texts from Michelle Cliff’s 1987 novel No Telephone to Heaven, which is equally a story
of immigration and of neocolonial exploitation of Jamaica, to Viet Thanh Nguyen’s 2016 Pulitzer Prize winning The
Sympathizer, which also explores both dynamics in the context of US intervention in Vietnam.
6
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neocolonial discourse and interrogate how they work in conversation with each other within
American literature.
Globalization has increased the mobility of writers in addition to other populations,
moreover, and thus critics must interrogate the boundaries of American literature as a category.
This is, in fact, one of the premises of Caren Irr’s Toward The Geopolitical Novel: U.S. Fiction
in the Twenty-First Century, which is not focused on American literature but rather any literature
that makes “an explicit effort to address a North American audience” and demonstrates “the use
and revision of historically American narratives for making sense of the rest of the world” (11).
This includes novels that manage to combine a perspective from both inside and outside the US,
and it is with this wider category in mind that she concludes that “U.S. fiction is truly grappling
with the pragmatics of global mobility and inequality and is learning to speak in a new voice, one
that opens the door to a different kind of engagement with the world beyond the borders of the
U.S.” (194). Irr’s definition of US fiction would allow consideration of, for instance, Robert
Newman’s 2004 The Fountain at the Center of the World; Newman is British and the novel’s
characters are English and Latin American (mostly Mexican) rather than American. Nonetheless,
Ashley Dawson identifies the novel as indicative of a new form of anti-imperialist literature that
challenges American exceptionalism and the disavowal of US neocolonial practices, and the
novel is definitely geared to a North American audience and interrogates US narratives of its
place in the world; it focuses on the effects of NAFTA and how they contradict American
promises7 and even engages specifically with US anti-globalization rhetoric that is less anti-

Much of the novel is set in a Mexican village where “the Ethylclad toxic-waste plant was pumping out sixty
thousand gallons of groundwater a day” (9), while Englishman Evan Hatch, working in a PR company that attempts
to reroute public discourse in more business-friendly directions, is promoting even further privatization of
worldwide water supplies (68). The novel illustrates the effects of poor working conditions in terms of chemical
7
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imperialist than it is concerned with a false narrative of harm coming to US workers.8 It engages
with and does not itself voice first-world-problems discourse. Thus, even if American
postcolonial studies understandably rejects the notion of including the novel within the body of
American literature, the novel suggests a conversation taking place between American fiction
and Irr’s category of US fiction that also requires further examination.
In short, future criticism needs to recognize that first-world-problems discourse is only
one recognizable form of literary engagement with neocolonialism. As a field, American
postcolonial studies would be well-served to continue to acknowledge the operation of firstworld-problems discourse within American literature, to articulate the other forms neocolonial
discourse takes, to uncover counterdiscourses, and to place the dominant discourse and the
counterdiscourse in conversation with one another so that we may recognize ambivalences and
less obvious sites of both complicity and resistance. These questions are central to an ongoing
study of American literature as imperialist literature and the consideration of American
imperialism, including experiences of it within the neocolonized world, within postcolonial
studies.

exposure and its medical consequences (61-63), and points to the contradiction between the promises and effects of
NAFTA by having one Mexican character, police Zone Commander Ilan, extol the virtues of the agreement while
ignoring the suffering of his citizens (101).
Much of the novel’s second half takes place during the Battle in Seattle, the large-scale protest of the 1999 WTO
ministerial meeting. Most of the American activists, though focusing on American problems—a flier for the protest
tells people to participate unless they want “minimum-wage laws destroyed, [their] right to organize taken away,
child labor to return to this nation or [their] school to be completely run by corporations” (236)—are at least
working in solidarity with the representatives of the neocolonized world. American labor unions, however, are
represented as actively destructive to the protest. Chano, a Mexican activist, notes that AFL-CIO boss John
Sweeney, instead of advocating the abolition of the WTO, calls for “a place at the table” (265), a “sellout” that
suggests that “some kind of deal had been done” to preserve the union’s interests at the expense of the rest of the
groups opposing globalization (266). Union marshals actively block routes to join the main body of the protest,
keeping their members to an agreed-upon march route (269-70), and Chano dismisses them as simply wanting to
“keep their perks” (321).
8
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